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To Our Readers

Under the name of the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies (FARMS), the Institute for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts (Institute) supports study and research on the Book of Mormon, the Book of Abraham, the Old Testament, and the New Testament, studies of the early formative period
of the Christian tradition, ancient temples, and other related subjects.
Under the FARMS imprint, the Institute publishes and distributes
titles in these areas for the beneﬁt of scholars and interested Latterday Saint readers. Primary FARMS research interests include the history, language, literature, culture, geography, politics, and law relevant
to ancient scripture. Although such subjects are of secondary importance when compared with the spiritual and eternal messages of
scripture, solid research and academic perspectives can supply certain
kinds of useful information, even if only tentatively, concerning many
signiﬁcant and interesting questions about scripture.
The Institute makes interim and ﬁnal reports about this research available widely, promptly, and economically. These publications are peer reviewed to ensure that scholarly standards are
met. The proceeds from the sale of these materials are used to support further research and publications. As a service to teachers and
students of the scriptures, research results are distributed in both
scholarly and popular formats.
The principal purpose of the FARMS Review is to help serious
readers make informed choices and judgments about books published primarily on the Book of Mormon. The evaluations are intended to encourage reliable scholarship on the Book of Mormon.
Reviews are written by invitation. Any person interested in writing a review should ﬁrst contact the editor. Style guidelines will be
sent to the reviewers.
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The opinions expressed in these reviews are those of the reviewers. They do not necessarily represent the opinions of the Institute
for the Study and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts, its editors,
Brigham Young University, the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, or the reviewers’ employers. No portion of the reviews may be
used in advertising or for any other commercial purpose without the
express written permission of the Institute.
The FARMS Review is published semiannually.
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Editor’s Introduction

Of “Galileo Events,” Hype,
and Suppression: Or, Abusing
Science and Its History
Daniel C. Peterson

The normal way of dealing with the Book of Mormon
“scientiﬁcally” has been ﬁrst to attribute to the Book of
Mormon something it did not say, and then to refute the
claim by scientiﬁc statements that have not been proven.
Hugh Nibley¹

O

n 5 August 2000 in Salt Lake City, Brent Lee Metcalfe, a Utah
Web designer and the author or editor of several publications
critical of fundamental Latter-day Saint beliefs, moderated a Sunstone
symposium panel entitled “Understanding Mormonism’s Sealed
Book: Digging in Cumorah: Reclaiming Book of Mormon Narratives.”²
In his concluding remarks, Metcalfe alluded to a “Galileo event” that
he saw “on the horizon.” By a “Galileo event,” he explained, he was
referring to “an event where the cognitive dissonance between science
This essay is dedicated to the memory of Marc Schindler, of Spruce Grove, Alberta, who
died, much too young, on 19 October 2003. He was both an able defender of the faith and
a committed believer in science and will be sorely missed.
1. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS,
1988), 214. The ﬁrst edition appeared in 1967.
2. The panel’s title refers to Mark D. Thomas’s book Digging in Cumorah: Reclaiming
Book of Mormon Narratives (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1999). The three members
of the panel were Thomas himself, Kevin Christensen, and Blake Ostler.
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and religion becomes so severe that the religion abandons the tradition, acquiescing to science.”³
He had, he told the audience, been reading quite a few articles
about population genetics, and his reading had spoken to him with
startling clarity. “You do not have Middle Eastern, Near Eastern, inﬂuence among Native Americans,” Metcalfe declared. “It simply is
not there.” Then, even growing somewhat emotional at one stage,
Metcalfe told of his own personal response to his reading. “I felt my
heart start pounding. I felt uncomfortable. I didn’t want to read it
anymore.” Although he said that he disliked the term because of what
he described as its “political baggage,” Metcalfe identiﬁed himself to
his listeners as an “atheist.” That word, he told them, “would aptly describe where I am in relationship to God.” Nonetheless, he reported,
he was surprised by his own reaction to what he had read.
All of a sudden I felt this discomfort for my family and friends,
that we could be going down a road where, eﬀectively, people
like . . . myself could become the rule in Mormonism, and not
the exception. Not only do I think a “Galileo event” is on the
horizon—in many ways, if it opens our minds, I hope it is.⁴
But Metcalfe did not only dream of a wonderful, atheist-making
event “on the horizon.” He worked to make it a reality. At the August
2001 Sunstone symposium, also in Salt Lake City, a panel was actually
devoted to the topic of “DNA and Lamanite Identity: A Galileo Event.”
3. I have transcribed Metcalfe’s comments from an official Sunstone tape of
the session (SL 00 #331). While transcribing them, incidentally, I heard the voice of
Mark Thomas predict, rather grimly, that the Foundation for Ancient Research and
Mormon Studies (FARMS) would dominate the battle over the historicity of the Book of
Mormon—not through the merits of its arguments, but by sheer force of cash. FARMS, he
sadly informed his audience, had taken in twenty-six million dollars during the previous
year alone. I was sipping a drink when I heard this revelation and nearly inundated my
tape recorder with apple juice. Twenty-six million dollars in annual income? We couldn’t
begin to spend such a sum, nor even a substantial fraction of it. Unfortunately, Thomas’s
allegation is wildly incorrect.
4. Ibid.
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Brent Metcalfe convened and (interesting word) moderated that discussion too, and he made it clear once again that he believes that the
publication of studies relating to Amerindian DNA is proving to be a
“Galileo event” for the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in
general and for the Book of Mormon in particular. Speciﬁcally, in his
opinion, such studies will ultimately compel Latter-day Saints to relinquish their long-held belief that the Book of Mormon is an authentic
history of authentically ancient peoples.
Among the 2001 panelists was Thomas W. Murphy, an anthropologist, college teacher, and anthropology department chair in the
state of Washington. As foreshadowed by considerable activity on the
Web, Murphy was about to publish an article attacking the historicity
of the Book of Mormon in a Metcalfe-edited anthology devoted to
the same overall mission and entitled American Apocrypha: Essays on
the Book of Mormon. In that article, based upon a survey of numerous articles about Amerindian DNA and the entry of human beings
into the Americas, he would announce that science had now deﬁnitively proven the Book of Mormon historically false.⁵
The 2001 panel’s title refers, of course, to the Italian astronomer
Galileo Galilei (1564–1642), whose discoveries, opposed by the leadership of the Catholic Church in his day, ultimately led to the replacement of an ancient religiophilosophical view of the cosmos by a modern scientiﬁc view. Galileo ﬁrst encountered serious diﬃculties with
church leaders for his Letters on the Sun Spots (1613), in which, among
other things, he advocated the heliocentric view of the planetary system advanced by the Polish astronomer and clergyman Nicolaus
Copernicus (1473–1543). Galileo attempted to demonstrate that the
Copernican system had biblical support, but the theory was condemned nonetheless, and, in 1616, he was warned by the pope to defend it no more. In 1632 Galileo published his famous Dialogue on the
Two Chief World Systems, for which he was once again summoned to
5. The article eventually appeared as Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy,
and Genetics,” in American Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and
Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 47–77.
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Rome, tried by the Inquisition, compelled to formally abjure belief in
the Copernican theory, and placed under house arrest near Florence—
which lasted until his death a decade later.
The story of Galileo, which pits such stock villains as the Inquisition and an obscurantist ecclesiastical hierarchy against the romantic ﬁgure of a brilliant, fearless, and heroically lonely seeker after scientiﬁc truth, has long served as a powerful symbol of the struggle of
rationality against irrationality, of science against religion, of reason
against blind, dogmatic faith.⁶ Indeed, at least in the United States,
its one real rival as an illustration of what some regard as the diﬃcult
and martyr-strewn ascent from the darkness of religious dogma to
the sunny uplands of objective scientiﬁc truth is the notorious Scopes
Monkey Trial of 1925, in which Clarence Darrow squared oﬀ against
William Jennings Bryan over the question of whether Tennessee law
prohibited the teaching of evolution in the public schools. One of the
lessons often drawn from these stories—which constitute genuine
myths in the standard scholarly sense of that term—is that the march
of science onward and upward is inevitable and irresistible, that the
forces of irrationalism that vainly oppose it are doomed to humiliating failure.
In that light, it was predictable that, when Thomas Murphy
threw down the gauntlet to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints—I use the heroic language of knight-errantry in order to
maintain the mood—declaring that the science of DNA has proven
the Book of Mormon historically false, and especially when his local church leaders summoned him to a disciplinary council, seeming
parallels to Galileo would emerge as fodder for propagandistic treatments of the case.
“Tom Murphy is the Galileo for Mormons,” Maxine Hanks, a former Latter-day Saint, told the Los Angeles Times.⁷ Some Internet post6. Henrik Ibsen provides a secular analogue to this venerable motif in his play An
Enemy of the People.
7. As cited in William Lobdell and Larry B. Stammer, “Mormon Scientist, Church
Clash over DNA Test: Anthropologist May Be Ousted for Questioning Teachings about
Native American Ancestry,” Los Angeles Times, 8 December 2002, home edition, A21.
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ings suggest that Murphy’s own students have called him “the Mormon
Galileo,” and Murphy himself seems, to a certain extent at least, to
have accepted the role. “The Mormon faith is going to survive one way
or another,” he told the same reporters who had interviewed Maxine
Hanks. “The Catholic Church survived Galileo, but they ﬁrst had to
admit they were wrong.”⁸ He has actively (and eﬀectively) sought publicity for his personal story, as well as for his views. Press releases, for
example—composed and distributed by Murphy’s partisans, not by
the Church of Jesus Christ—publicly announced that he would likely
be excommunicated during a disciplinary council to be held on
8 December 2002. This prompted various news agencies in the United
States to spread the word abroad, which gave additional press to the
book in which his article had appeared. Although the disciplinary
council was eventually postponed, some of the candlelight vigils went
on as planned, ampliﬁed by considerable international publicity.⁹
Despite the fact that he has admitted in Internet communications
to not having attended Latter-day Saint church services for a decade
or more, Murphy claims that he wants to remain a member of the
church. “I do value my Mormon heritage,” he says. “I would rather
make a constructive contribution to the church’s abandonment of its
racist beliefs about American Indians than to leave the church.”¹⁰ He
views himself as a reformer of the faith held by others. “As Mormons,”
he writes, “we have a moral and ethical obligation to discontinue this
view of Native American origins and publicly disavow the oﬀensive
teaching that a dark skin is a physical trait of God’s malediction.”¹¹
And the Book of Mormon is clearly an offense to Thomas
Murphy. His comments on it have been anything but temperate, as a
8. Cited in Lobdell and Stammer, “Mormon Scientist, Church Clash over DNA Test.”
Actually, of course, the Catholic Church did quite well during the several centuries that
elapsed between the trial of Galileo and John Paul II’s recent apology regarding it.
9. I am personally aware—because I was interviewed for and quoted in them—of
articles in such newspapers and periodicals as the Wall Street Journal, the Seattle Post, the
Los Angeles Times, the Philadelphia Inquirer, the Economist, and even the Scotsman. There
were undoubtedly others.
10. “Scholar’s LDS Tribunal Postponed,” Salt Lake Tribune, 9 December 2002, B3.
11. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 68.
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pair of examples should suﬃciently illustrate: “Through publication
of the Book of Mormon, Joseph Smith accomplished, via writing and
representation, the same sort of erasure that Bishop Landa sought
through brutality, torture, and consuming fire when he destroyed
most of the Mayan codices that had survived the initial stages of the
conquest.”¹² Thus Murphy metaphorically equates Joseph Smith with
a Spanish Conquest torturer and book burner. Further, after learning
of the delay of his disciplinary council by his stake president, Murphy
sent an open letter to his supporters in which he declares:
The postponement of this disciplinary council is truly a victory for all those who favor an honest search for truth and
are willing to speak out against the injustices of racism, sexism, homophobia, and anti-intellectualism.
. . . [T]he belief that American Indians came from Israel
is [tantamount] to claiming the earth is ﬂat. . . . [S]cientiﬁc
evidence, to be outlined in future publications, likewise indicates the absurdity of the Book of Mormon’s claim that a
dark skin is a curse from God for wickedness.¹³
“I sincerely hope,” he continues,
that the conciliatory approach taken by my stake president
means that the LDS Church is willing to consider the possibility that Lamanites may not be the principal ancestors of
the American Indians, that a dark skin is not a curse from
God, and that scholars may now openly discuss the Book of
Mormon as nineteenth-century ﬁction.¹⁴
12. Thomas W. Murphy, “Laban’s Ghost: On Writing and Transgression,” Dialogue
30/2 (1997): 118.
13. Thomas Murphy, letter to family, friends, colleagues, and supporters, 7 December
2002, as reproduced in a post from “exegete” [Brent Lee Metcalfe] on Zion’s Lighthouse
Message Board: pub26.ezboard.com/fpacumenispagesfrm56.showMessageRange?topicID
=343.topic&start=1&stop=20 (accessed 30 December 2003). I have replaced the obviously
incorrect paramount with tantamount, which seems to be what Murphy intended.
14. Ibid.
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Ultimately, his stake president canceled plans to call Murphy to account for his vocally apostate ways. Now that the never-held disciplinary
council has lost its news appeal, though, Murphy has sought other ways
to keep the publicity going. He appears intent on convincing the church
to abandon the Book of Mormon, and his actions seem designed to embarrass the church in the press. Teaming with Simon Southerton, an
Australian biologist who once served as a bishop in the Church of Jesus
Christ but who now vehemently rejects his former faith, Murphy prepared a brief item for Anthropology News, a publication of the American
Anthropological Association. That article appeared early in 2003, signiﬁcantly entitled “Genetic Research a ‘Galileo Event’ for Mormons.”¹⁵
An energetic crusader, Murphy has also taken his campaign on
the road, denouncing not only the Book of Mormon but, more comprehensively, the Church of Jesus Christ as a whole. Already in his
7 December 2002 open letter, he had noted that
Supporters informed me that candle light vigils scheduled
to coincide with my church disciplinary council had been
planned in as many as ten diﬀerent cities around the country. Edmonds Community College oﬃcials assured me that
the college respected my academic freedom while students,
faculty, and administrators rallied behind me in a quest for
truth and justice. . . .
I have heard that some of my supporters still want to hold
a rally in Salt Lake City to bring attention to the racism and
sexism in Mormon scripture and to object to homophobia and
intellectual intimidation in the LDS Church. Kerrie, Jessyca,
15. Thomas W. Murphy and Simon G. Southerton, “Genetic Research a ‘Galileo
Event’ for Mormons,” Anthropology News 44/2 (2003): 20. A good early response from
a believing Latter-day Saint perspective is Kevin L. Barney, “A Brief Review of Murphy
and Southerton’s ‘Galileo Event,’ ” on the Web site of the Foundation for Apologetic
Information and Research (FAIR) at www.fairlds.org/apol/bom/bom08.html (accessed
30 December 2003). As of this same date, the FAIR Web site oﬀered a number of other
interesting pieces on the Amerindian DNA issue, including, but not limited to, Brant
Gardner, “The Tempest in a Teapot: DNA Studies and the Book of Mormon” (www.fairlds.
org/apol/bom/bom07.html), and a video of remarks by Brigham Young University microbiologist and DNA researcher Dr. Scott Woodward (www.fairlds.org/pubs/woodward01).

xvi • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

and I support those endeavors and will invite those supporters
gathering in Lynnwood, Washington to come to our home in
Edmonds for a thank you reception.¹⁶
Going far beyond his purported expertise on Amerindian DNA in
his August 2003 Sunstone presentation in Salt Lake City, Murphy assaulted both the church in general and Brigham Young University in
particular for an allegedly “repressive social atmosphere,” “a stiﬂing social atmosphere which is destructive to free inquiry and honest introspection,” as well as for “intellectual intimidation,” “character assassination,” and “ecclesiastical abuse.”¹⁷ Allying himself with fundamentalist
16. Murphy, letter to family, friends, colleagues, and supporters. Sounding the
same theme of alleged Mormon “intellectual intimidation,” Murphy’s supporter Kathy
Worthington, a Salt Lake City gay-rights activist and a zealous crusader against the
Church of Jesus Christ, told the Los Angeles Times regarding her neighbors, “They say,
‘When the prophet speaks, the thinking has been done.’ ” Cited in Lobdell and Stammer,
“Mormon Scientist, Church Clash over DNA Test.” Of course, she was actually paraphrasing not her Latter-day Saint neighbors but a June 1945 ward teachers’ message
that George Albert Smith, then President of the church, had expressly repudiated. On
that ward teachers’ message and President Smith’s view of it, see “A 1945 Perspective,”
Dialogue 19/1 (1986): 35–39; see also www.fairlds.org/apol/misc/misc07.html. One might
have imagined that an explicit statement from the President of the church—for, after all,
“when the prophet speaks, the thinking has been done”—would by now have dampened
anti-Mormon ardor for this otherwise obscure and nearly six-decades-old ward teaching
message. But one would, in that case, be underestimating the willingness of those hostile
to the faith of the Latter-day Saints to use any available weapon against it. In a letter to
Dean Brimhall, the uncle of Joseph Smith “biographer” Fawn M. Brodie, Elder Albert E.
Bowen of the Quorum of the Twelve rejected the ward teachers’ message even more forcefully than had President Smith and explained that it had been written by a young clerk in
the Presiding Bishop’s oﬃce and sent out without anyone in authority having approved
it. Albert E. Bowen to Dean Brimhall, 26 October 1946, p. 1. Dean R. Brimhall papers,
MS 114, box 12, folder 21, Manuscripts Division, J. Willard Marriott Library, Salt Lake
City, Utah. Few living Latter-day Saints have ever heard of the June 1945 ward teachers’
message, or even, nowadays, of ward teaching. In certain minds, though, the jottings of a
long-forgotten clerk have attained an odd sort of celebrity immortality.
17. Now in print as Thomas W. Murphy, “Simply Implausible: DNA and a Mesoamerican Setting for the Book of Mormon,” Dialogue 36/4 (2003): 130. In this same article, Murphy identiﬁes one speciﬁc person by name, and only one, as an unashamed defender of such evils (ibid., 131 n. 85). Judging from the list of the abuses and injustices
that this person is said to endorse, he appears to be an unscrupulous individual with disturbing tendencies toward theocratic fascism. Modesty, however, forbids me to say more.
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and evangelical Protestant critics of the church, he addressed the 19–20
September 2003 “Help for the Hurting Conference” in Keokuk, Iowa,
across the Mississippi River from Nauvoo, under the sponsorship of a
Nauvoo-based anti-Mormon operation called Mission to Mormons.
Although his own religious convictions, if he has any, are unclear, his
fellow speakers seem to have included such notables as Sandra Tanner,
codirector (with her husband, Jerald) of the Utah Lighthouse Ministry;
Colleen Ralson, director of the Nauvoo Christian Visitors Center;
and James Walker, president of Watchman Fellowship (“A Ministry of
Christian Discernment”). He has arranged public lectures—at his own
college and at others—in which he discusses the Book of Mormon.¹⁸
Most notably, Murphy and Southerton participated in interviews
for a videotape entitled DNA vs. the Book of Mormon, produced in
2003 by Living Hope Ministries of Brigham City, Utah. In his videotaped comments, during which he repeatedly characterizes himself as
a “Mormon scholar” and agonizes in the ﬁrst-person plural about the
faulty arguments “we Mormon scholars” use and the inevitable defeat
“we” face, Murphy announces that “we have to confront not just the
possibility but the almost inevitability that Joseph Smith was attempting to deceive people.”¹⁹ Among other things, he says, Joseph was being deceptive when he claimed to possess real, physical gold plates.²⁰
18. For example, during a recent two-month period for which I was able to ﬁnd his
speaking schedule, he delivered a lecture entitled “Sin, Skin, and Seed: Mistakes of Men
in the Book of Mormon” at Edmonds Community College on 25 February 2003. He repeated that lecture at the “Nordic Lounge” of Long Beach City College, in California, on
20 March 2003; during the 18–19 April Sunstone Symposium West, in San Francisco,
California; and, on 26 April, at a Paciﬁc Northwest regional meeting of the American
Academy of Religion at the University of Idaho, in Moscow, Idaho.
19. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon, videocassette (Brigham City, Utah: Living Hope
Ministries, 2003).
20. Murphy does not, however, even begin to come to terms with the testimonies
of the witnesses to the Book of Mormon, who claim to have seen and, in a number
of cases, to have “hefted” the plates. The classic treatment of them is Richard Lloyd
Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1981). An important collection of materials is Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer
Interviews: A Restoration Witness (Orem, Utah: Grandin Book, 1991). See also Eldin
Ricks, The Case of the Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Olympus, 1961);
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Murphy’s costars in DNA vs. the Book of Mormon express themselves with similar decisiveness. “I think,” says Simon Southerton,
setting up a major subtheme of the Living Hope video, “the reliability
of DNA evidence can be seen in the fact that it is used in courts of
law.”²¹ Randall Shortridge, a biologist and former Mormon who was
also interviewed by Living Hope Ministries for DNA vs. the Book of
Mormon, continues with the point, declaring:
When it comes down to DNA fingerprinting, people
have to realize how inclusive it is. Given evidence that
we have today, if this was taken into court, a court of law,
it would be an open-and-shut case. And that’s because
the DNA fingerprinting evidence is unquestionable. The
American Indian came from Asia.²²
Driving the point home, Murphy announces:
The DNA evidence, the same type of evidence that they
use in criminal court cases, clearly discredits the Book of
Mormon. If Joseph Smith was being charged with fraud in
a court of law today and the DNA evidence was there, the
DNA evidence would, in a sense, implicate him in a fraud.
Milton V. Backman Jr., Eyewitness Accounts of the Restoration (Orem, Utah: Grandin
Book, 1983; Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1986); and Rhett Stephens James, The Man
Who Knew: The Early Years, A Play about Martin Harris, 1824–1830 (Cache Valley,
Utah: Martin Harris Pageant Committee, 1983). Matthew Roper treats some of the standard anti-Mormon charges against the witnesses in his review of Mormonism: Shadow
or Reality? by Jerald Tanner and Sandra Tanner, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon
4 (1992): 170–76, and in his article “Comments on the Book of Mormon Witnesses: A
Response to Jerald and Sandra Tanner,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2 (1993):
164–93. Two signiﬁcant recent discussions are Scott H. Faulring, “The Return of Oliver
Cowdery,” in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine in
Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew
H. Hedges (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000), 117–73; and Larry E. Morris, “ ‘The Private
Character of the Man Who Bore That Testimony’: Oliver Cowdery and His Critics,”
FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 311–51.
21. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
22. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
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In other words, the Book of Mormon would not stand up in
a court of law today.²³
The Living Hope Ministries video closes with an invitation to
each of its viewers to recite a version of the standard fundamentalist/
evangelical Protestant “sinner’s prayer,” asking Jesus “to come into my
heart and be my Lord and Savior.” How, the video’s peroration asks,
can we know “who God is, who Jesus Christ really is, and how we can
be saved from our sins? That’s found in the Bible, and that is what we
encourage everyone to base their zeal for God on.”²⁴
But even though the video has recently been hailed by no less a
voice than Christianity Today magazine as “well-reasoned, articulate,
and irenic,” there is something very signiﬁcant missing from DNA vs.
the Book of Mormon.²⁵ Not even the continuing drumbeat of attacks on
the Book of Mormon and the ﬁnal invitation to accept the version of
Jesus taught in conservative Protestantism can quite obscure a gigantic,
gaping omission. The video’s announcer explains:
It was theorized early on that Native Americans must have
entered the New World across the narrow strip of water
known today as the Bering Strait. This would mean that, instead of Israelites traveling more than 8500 miles of ocean,
Asians would have only had to cross a little more than ﬁfty
miles to reach the Americas.²⁶
The narrator is umistakably, if somewhat confusedly, referring to the
now-venerable theory that America was ﬁrst colonized by early nomadic
hunter-gatherers who, probably in pursuit of game, crossed from Siberia
to Alaska at a time when the continents were linked and the transition was therefore both easy and unnoticeable. Of course, Living Hope
Ministries might have reminded the video’s audience that the one-time
23. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
24. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
25. John W. Kennedy, “Winning Them Softly: Evangelicals Try to Reach Mormons
with Respect—and Hard Science,” Christianity Today 48/2 (2004): 18.
26. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
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existence of a land bridge across the Bering Strait no more rules out an
Israelite voyage to the Americas than it ruled out subsequent voyages by
Leif Ericsson, Christopher Columbus, and many others. But the omission is even more fundamental than that: Living Hope Ministries and
its DNA vs. the Book of Mormon video don’t tell their audience when the
Bering land bridge is thought to have existed.
I, however, am happy to tell.
The conventional scientiﬁc wisdom, so far as I can determine, is
that the Bering land bridge ceased to exist at least 11,000 years ago—
which puts it at or before 9,000 b.c. And many estimates have it submerged below the sea at a yet earlier period. Even if it is suggested
that the earliest colonists came across the strait by boat, the process is
typically said to have begun about twenty thousand years ago.
Why would a video produced by fundamentalist/evangelical
Protestants mention the Bering Strait but omit the relevant dates? It takes
little reﬂection to suggest a very likely answer. They almost certainly omit
that information because the idea of such early migrations by primitive
hunter-gatherers conﬂicts dramatically with typical conservative readings of the ﬁrst chapters of Genesis. It will be recalled that the famous
Archbishop James Ussher (1581–1656), reckoning from information
contained in the Bible, placed the creation of the world in 4004 b.c. Very
many conservative Protestants still put a historical Adam in or about that
same period. Hence, the existence of identiﬁable humans many thousands of years prior to that time is problematic for literalistic Protestant
understandings of scripture.
Strikingly, while some conservative Protestants appear eager to latch
onto any piece of “scientiﬁc” evidence (both real and imagined) to “prove”
that the teachings of the Church of Jesus Christ are false, much of the “evidence” that they elicit could be cited against the Bible every bit as easily
as—or, as writers for this issue of the Review would argue, even more easily than—against the Book of Mormon. The DNA studies alluded to by
Living Hope Ministries and the DNA vs. the Book of Mormon video, for
example, suggest that the Americas were populated some 30,000–40,000
years ago. But Living Hope Ministries fails to mention that fact. Moreover,
the scientists who are trying to reconstruct human prehistory on the basis
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of these same DNA studies frequently also contend that all humans descend from a single female ancestress—often, in rather ironic deference
to the biblical narrative, called “Eve”—who lived 140,000–290,000 years
ago. Yet, once again, since the suggested chronology clearly contradicts
the interpretation of the biblical account favored by many evangelical
and virtually all fundamentalist Protestants, Living Hope tells only part
of the story and leaves out the part that would damage their own position or that, at the very least, would alienate the conservative Protestants
who are their primary constituency and, no doubt, the principal source
of their funding. Even worse—from a fundamentalist Protestant point of
view—almost all numbers that have been calculated for human migration
studies assume that humans and chimpanzees diverged from a common
biological ancestor about ﬁve million years ago.²⁷
A passage from science writer Steve Olson will serve to illustrate the diﬃcult predicament of literalistic Bible believers who seek
to enlist DNA studies in their holy crusade against Mormonism.²⁸
“Human DNA,” he writes,
the long, complex molecule that transmits genetic information
from one generation to the next, bears the indelible imprint of
human history. Our DNA records the evolution of an African
ape that began walking on two legs more than 4 million years
ago. It documents the emergence of modern humans on the
savannas of eastern Africa about 7,500 generations ago.²⁹
This is hardly the view of human origins favored among conservative
Christian readers of the Bible. Thus, when Olson says that geneticists
“are discovering the immense gulf that separates what actually happened in the past from the stories we tell ourselves about the past,”³⁰
the solvent he describes applies at least as well to fundamentalist
27. John M. Butler, e-mail correspondence to Daniel C. Peterson, 25 September 2003.
28. Their predicament is illustrated even more graphically by a Greg Kearney cartoon posted on the FAIR Web site at www.fairlds.org/apol/humor/humor07.html (accessed 30 December 2003).
29. Steve Olson, Mapping Human History: Genes, Race, and Our Common Origins
(Boston: Houghton Miﬄin, 2002), 4.
30. Ibid.
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Protestant views of the book of Genesis as it does to naïve Latter-day
Saint views of the Book of Mormon.
If the Living Hope Ministries video were simply an isolated instance, one might hesitate to draw much of a conclusion from it
about the intellectual honesty of the fundamentalist/evangelical antiMormon industry. But it is not. In the August–October 2002 Saints
Alive Newsletter, Ed Decker, famous for his sensationalistic and inﬂammatory anti-Mormon pseudodocumentary The God Makers, expressed his excitement about the then-forthcoming video:
Now, finally, incontrovertible scientific evidence can
either prove the Book of Mormon to be true [and therefore Mormonism is the true, restored gospel] or the Book of
Mormon is a fabricated tale and the claims of Mormonism false.
. . . Finally, a way to scientifically determine if Mormonism’s
claims are true or false. Let’s get behind this exciting project!³¹
But nothing in Decker’s article signals any acknowledgment of
the fact that current DNA theories also stand unequivocally against
the literal reading of Genesis presumably favored by most, if not all,
of his target audience.³²
The spring 2003 newsletter of Concerned Christians and Former
Mormons, an organization based in southern California that bills itself as
“A Ministry of Reconciliation,” was likewise silent about the implications
for its own theological position of current DNA research and theories.
While most religions do not make claims that allow for testing by DNA science, Mormonism does. The Book of Mormon
proposes to be a historical story about a family of Hebrews who
sailed a ship from the Middle East to the Americas 600 b.c.
31. Ed Decker, “D.N.A. Research and the Origin of the Book of Mormon: Final
Proof,” Saints Alive Newsletter, August–October 2002, 3, 5, brackets and bracketed material in the original.
32. It is difficult to know what, if anything, Decker himself believes. A fairly detailed examination of a shameful but representative Decker creation can be found in
Daniel C. Peterson, “P. T. Barnum Redivivus,” review of Decker’s Complete Handbook on
Mormonism, by Ed Decker, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 7/2 (1995): 38–105.
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Joseph Smith claimed the principle [sic] origins of American
Indians is Hebrew, however, recent DNA research has now positively established that the principle [sic] ancestry of the Native
Americans is Asian, not Hebrew.
The video interviews LDS Molecular Biologist and/or
Anthropologist, all have Ph.Ds. This is a powerful tool to
train and equip Christians to stand against the false religion
of Mormonism.³³
The June 2003 issue of Through the Maze, the newsletter of James
Spencer’s Idaho-based anti-Mormon crusade, features an article about
the Living Hope Ministries video entitled “ ‘DNA vs. the Book of
Mormon’: The Best Thing since The God Makers.” (The subtitle suggests
that Spencer’s standards are not overly rigorous.) In it, Thomas Murphy
becomes an “archaeologist,” while, confronted with the irresistible advance of Mormon-crushing science (at least, as that science is depicted
by James Spencer), believing Latter-day Saint and Idaho State University
biology professor Trent Stephens is dismissed merely as “one of the
Mormon holdouts.”³⁴ Very debatably, the late General Authority B. H.
Roberts is said, “when he was near his death,” to have reached “the conclusion that the Book of Mormon could not be of divine origin.”³⁵ This
is an old claim of Spencer’s, always presented as simple fact rather than
as highly dubious theory and always expressed, signiﬁcantly enough, in
Spencer’s words rather than in the words of Elder Roberts.³⁶ Perhaps
33. “Two New Videos Expose Joseph Smith,” Concerned Christians and Former Mormons:
A Ministry of Reconciliation, Spring 2003, 1, with spelling, grammar, and punctuation faithfully reproduced from the original.
34. “DNA vs. the Book of Mormon: The Best Thing since The God Makers,” Through
the Maze, June 2003, 1, 4. Spencer refers to other, unnamed “Mormon holdouts” on page
3, where he attributes to them an opinion that, one guesses from his brief and badly garbled summary, must be related to a limited-geography view of the Book of Mormon. For
the position of Trent Stephens, see D. Jeﬀrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are
the Children of Lehi?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 38–51.
35. “DNA vs. the Book of Mormon,” 3.
36. For a response to Spencer’s untenable accusation, see Daniel C. Peterson, “Yet
More Abuse of B. H. Roberts,” review of “The Disappointment of B. H. Roberts: Five
Questions That Forced a Mormon General Authority to Abandon the Book of Mormon,”
by James R. Spencer, FARMS Review of Books 9/1 (1997): 69–86.
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even more incredibly, Dr. John L. Sorenson, a principal ﬁgure in establishing and leading the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon
Studies from its beginnings, immediate past editor of the Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies, author of numerous very important works on the
Book of Mormon, ardent advocate of transoceanic contacts between the
Old and New Worlds before Columbus, and, most importantly, a lifelong and very vocal believer in the antiquity of the Book of Mormon,
is misrepresented as supporting Thomas Murphy’s position, testifying
(not in his own words, needless to say, but in James Spencer’s) that “the
American Indians clearly did not descend from Hebrews; the languages
of the New World do not have a Hebrew root; and the physical and biological characteristics of the American Indians are not Semitic.”³⁷
I brought Spencer’s summary of his position to the attention of
Sorenson, who had the following to say in response:
Spencer’s assertions, like so many criticisms of the Book
of Mormon, are phrased in such a manner that they do not
allow a clear answer.
(1) “The American Indians clearly did not descend from
Hebrews.” How does one know this? First, “the American
Indians” is a category that has no biologically deﬁned meaning, despite the fact that some anthropologists carelessly continue to use the expression. It is as biologically vague as, say,
“the Paciﬁc Islanders.” A recent study purporting “to scrutinize
the male ancestry of extant Native American populations” has
37. “DNA vs. the Book of Mormon,” 2. John L. Sorenson’s works include An Ancient
American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985);
Mormon’s Map (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000); Images of Ancient America: Visualizing Book of
Mormon Life (Provo, Utah: Research Press, 1998); The Geography of Book of Mormon Events: A
Source Book (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1992); and, with Martin H. Raish, Pre-Columbian Contact
with the Americas across the Oceans: An Annotated Bibliography, 2nd rev. ed., 2 vols. (Provo,
Utah: Research Press, 1996). Those curious to know Sorenson’s own views on the DNA controversy, as expressed by himself rather than by the anti-Mormon James Spencer, should read
John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies
12/1 (2003): 6–23, as well as the unsigned essay “The Problematic Role of DNA Testing in
Unraveling Human History” that appeared under his editorship in Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 9/2 (2000): 66–74.
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been published. The only sample located north of Panama that
these scientists studied consisted of 48 individuals who spoke
a single (“Indian”) language and who lived in the province of
Saskatchewan, Canada (Maria-Catira Bortolini et al., “Y-chromosome evidence for diﬀering ancient demographic histories
in the Americas,” Amer. Journ. of Human Genetics 73:524–39,
2003). This kind of sampling is typical of the casual methodology followed in molecular biological analyses of “American
Indians.” As for the category “Hebrews,” there is absolutely no
signiﬁcant information which can be used to characterize ancient “Hebrews” in terms of DNA or any other systematic biological terms.
In short, the assertion Spencer makes is meaningless because the terms have not been, and probably cannot be, deﬁned.
(2) “The languages of the New World do not have a
Hebrew root.” There may have been as many as 1500 or even
2000 languages spoken by the inhabitants of the Americas
when European explorers ﬁrst encountered them. Of those
the number that have been given study that is more than a
“lick-and-a-promise” probably does not exceed 150. Most
conventional linguists have been busy describing and recording those few languages; understandably, they have not
been willing to “waste their time,” as they would describe it,
on systematic comparisons between the Hebrew language
and any New World tongues. (A handful of unconventional
linguists have, however, begun to make distant comparisons
with results that raise valid questions about possible transoceanic language sharing [Stubbs, Foster, Westcott, Key,
Sadovszky]). The fact is that the question Spencer presumes
to answer has hardly been raised yet.
The only valid statement one might oﬀer in this area of
scholarship would be something like this: “Extremely limited linguistic study has so far not shown enough evidence
to convince most linguists that there is a Hebrew connection
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with any Native American language. As serious studies are
implemented, we will know more.”
(3) “The physical and biological characteristics of the
American Indians are not Semitic.” In the ﬁrst place, “Semitic”
is a language category, not a biological one. Secondly, as explained above, “the American Indians” is a vague category
without demonstrated unity.
Phil Bronstein, the San Francisco newspaper publisher
and [estranged] husband of Sharon Stone, once characterized
what the yellow press (i.e., those who tell tales about him and
his wife) printed about the couple: “Great, rich detail. Not a
single piece of it true.” Wolfgang Pauli, the quantum physics
pioneer, once said of a colleague’s appallingly oﬀ-base theory,
“It’s not even wrong. That’s the zone we’re in here.” And so, it
seems, is Spencer.³⁸
So it turns out, just as experienced observers would have predicted, that James Spencer has not accurately represented John
Sorenson’s position. And, by now, it will scarcely come as a further
surprise to learn that nowhere in Spencer’s article does he say even a
word about the time frame proposed by contemporary research into
Amerindian origins, including DNA-related research, for the peopling of the Americas, let alone about the implications of that time
frame for his own theological position and for the beliefs of his primary audience. And he doesn’t mention chimpanzees.
Bill McKeever’s “DNA and the Book of Mormon Record,” posted
on the Web site of the Mormonism Research Ministry, is likewise silent about the full signiﬁcance of current research on human genetics
and the peopling of the Americas, though McKeever rather gleefully
predicts that the implications of DNA research portend dire consequences for Latter-day Saint belief.³⁹
38. John L. Sorenson, e-mail communication to Daniel C. Peterson, 15 September 2003.
39. Bill McKeever, “DNA and the Book of Mormon Record,” at www.mrm.org/multimedia/
text/dna-bom.html (accessed 30 December 2003).
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Again, in an article announcing the Living Hope Ministries video
to readers of the Evangel—a monthly publication of Utah Missions,
Inc., based in Marlow, Oklahoma—UMI’s director, Southern Baptist
pastor Dennis A. Wright, depicts Thomas Murphy very much in the
manner of a Latter-day Saint Galileo—not as an inactive Mormon
and an armchair consumer of articles published by others on DNA
research, but as a devoutly pious laboratory researcher shocked by his
own cutting-edge results and tragically persecuted by an ecclesiastical
hierarchy that fears the truth:
Latter-day Saint Anthropologist Thomas W. Murphy set
out to test a key principle of his Mormon faith with the latest technology. . . . He simply wondered: Would DNA analysis show—as taught by The Book of Mormon—that American
Indians are descended from ancient Israelites? . . .
What did Murphy discover? Are American Indians descended from ancient Israelites? His research scientiﬁcally concluded that they are not. The results of his labors? Threatened
excommunication.⁴⁰
“The sacred writings of many faiths,” Pastor Wright explains to
his largely fundamentalist Protestant readers, “make claims that
might not stand up to scientiﬁc tests.” (In view of his past arguments
and the nature of his audience, it is virtually certain that Pastor
Wright and his readers have in mind such texts as the Qur’an and the
Hindu scriptures. Certainly they do not intend the Protestant Bible.)
But most faiths avoid conflict with scholarship either
because their claims relate to events too far in the past to
be tested or because they have reinterpreted their scriptural
claims as metaphors, rather than assertions of literal fact.
40. Dennis A. Wright, “DNA vs. the Book of Mormon,” Evangel 50/5 (2003): 2, emphasis and other quirks in the original. Utah Missions, Inc., continues to market the
Living Hope Ministries video at the time of writing. See, for example, the advertisement
in Evangel 50/9 (2003): 8.
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For devout Mormons, however, neither of those defenses
is available.⁴¹
But one might surely be pardoned for wondering how “available”
such defenses are to a conservative pastor in the Southern Baptist
Convention with regard to the literal historicity of the early chapters of Genesis. Dennis Wright says nothing about the Bering land
bridge. He says nothing about the dates suggested by current DNA
and other research for the peopling of the Americas. He never mentions chimpanzees. “Now,” he tells his readers, “the same DNA evidence used in courts of law can credibly speak to the validity of the
Book of Mormon.”⁴² Does it, one wonders, also speak to the validity of the ﬁrst chapters of the Bible? Does it accord with his brand of
fundamentalist Protestantism?
On 29 September 2003, I received a fundraising letter from Pastor
Wright, asking for my gift of one thousand dollars (or less). Above
my address, visible as soon as I removed the letter from my mailbox,
was written, in capital letters, “DNA Proves Book of Mormon
False!” “Dear Friend of Utah Missions!” began Pastor Wright.
One of the most devastating challenges to the veracity of
the claims of the Book of Mormon has been in the area of
DNA research. The Book of Mormon claims that the Native
Americans—known as Lamanites in the Book of Mormon—
are actually the descendents of a migration of Hebrews from
Israel around 600 BC. For decades this claim could not be
scientiﬁcally veriﬁed with any degree of accuracy. Now, with
modern research in the study of DNA within human chromosomes, one can accurately examine this claim of the Book
of Mormon. What does it show?
Well, I won’t hold you in suspense.
41. Wright, “DNA vs. the Book of Mormon,” 2.
42. Ibid.
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DNA vs. The Book of Mormon provides the answer that
there is no genetic connection whatsoever between Native
Americans and the Hebrews! If your gift is $25 or more this
month I would like to send you this exciting new video. It
is beautifully done and provides yet another proof that the
Book of Mormon is not what it claims to be.
Then the letter ends, signed “For the Kingdom’s Sake, Dennis A.
Wright.”
I held it up to the light. I scrutinized it carefully. I looked at the
back of the paper. I shook the envelope in which it had come, on the
oﬀ chance that there might still be something inside. But I could ﬁnd
absolutely no mention of the relatively recent divergence of humans
from chimpanzees that is apparently also implied by “modern research in the study of DNA within human chromosomes” nor of prehistoric migrations of hunter-gatherers across the Bering Strait.
In a subsequent issue of the Evangel, however, Dennis Wright’s
colleague, Richard Stout, tells the tabloid’s readers that “Native
American DNA unambiguously points to the Bering Straight [sic]
rather than ancient Judah.” Predictably, though, Stout withholds from
them the date of the land bridge to which “Native American DNA
unambiguously points.”⁴³
The June–July 2003 issue of the Newsletter, published by Dennis
Wright’s former boss, fellow Baptist pastor, and—since his eviction
from Utah Missions, Inc., which he founded and directed for many
decades—bitter cross-town rival John L. Smith includes a rambling
article on DNA vs. the Book of Mormon in which Pastor Smith announces both that “what the Book of Mormon claims is untrue according to science” and, rather curiously, that Lehi and his party
“were shipwrecked [!] on the eastern shore of the America’s [sic].”
“There was a time thousands of years ago,” Pastor Smith points out,
“when one could walk across from Asia to Alaska during certain
43. Richard Stout, “How Could Joseph Smith Have Known That?” part 21, “Moved by
Mormon Missionaries,” Evangel 50/12 (2003): 3.
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seasons of the year.”⁴⁴ Not surprisingly, though, Pastor Smith doesn’t
specify the time. How many “thousands of years ago” are we talking
about? Pastor Smith is conspicuously silent.
Criticizing Latter-day Saint belief, the Living Hope Ministries
video cites Thomas Murphy as complaining:
There’s an inconsistency here. If we accept the validity of
genetic research for our genealogical programs, why can’t we
accept it for what it tells us about American Indian origins?
And I think that there is a little bit of a disconnect going on
here in many Mormon minds. They get excited about genetic
research when it helps genealogy, but label it—the discussion
of it, at least—“anti-Mormon” when it deals with the Book of
Mormon.⁴⁵
I myself have not heard a single Latter-day Saint brand the mere discussion of DNA research into Amerindian origins “anti-Mormon.”
(Of course, Thomas Murphy moves in rather diﬀerent circles than
I do.) Science isn’t “anti-Mormon.” It cannot be. The hallmark of
anti-Mormonism is an agenda, whether covert or openly expressed,
of combating the faith of the Latter-day Saints and opposing their
church. But such agendas have nothing at all to do with science.
Whatever the merits, though, of Murphy’s claim of an inconsistency in Latter-day Saint attitudes toward genetic research, there is,
beyond any possible question, a massive, albeit carefully suppressed,
inconsistency in the Living Hope Ministries video DNA vs. the Book
of Mormon and in the Protestant anti-Mormon ministries that celebrate and promote it. If this group of conservative Protestants accepts
the validity of genetic research for their attack on Mormonism, why
do they seem not to accept it for what it tells us about human prehistory? There may be “a little bit of a disconnect going on” in some
conservative Protestant minds. They appear to become excited about
44. “A Special Video Cassette,” Newsletter 2/15 (June/July 2003): 7, emphasis and
punctuation in the original.
45. DNA vs. the Book of Mormon.
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genetic research when it purportedly discredits the Book of Mormon
but ignore it, or even suppress it, when it seems to conﬂict with their
understanding of the Bible. Are they willing to accept all that it tells
us about American Indian origins, or do they simply want to pick
and choose what will be most helpful to their assault on the faith of
the Latter-day Saints?
So much for sectarian critics of Mormonism and the Book of
Mormon. But what of the secular critics, who have received so much
sympathetic coverage in the press on this issue? Is Thomas Murphy
really the Galileo of Mormonism? Dr. Michael Whiting, a respected
DNA researcher at Brigham Young University, seems to doubt it. “It’s
an inappropriate comparison,” he told the Los Angeles Times. “The difference is Galileo got the science right. I don’t think Murphy has.”⁴⁶
Merely surveying quite a few articles on the subject of DNA does
not an expert make. In fact, ironically enough, it may even mislead—at
least in a minor way. On the basis of a careful computer-aided analysis
of more than 120 publications and 23,000 individual DNA sequences,
Peter Forster, a geneticist at Cambridge University, has recently announced that between 60 and 70 percent of published studies on the
sequences of human mitochondrial DNA contain significant errors
and that the actual ﬁgure may be higher still. “Sometimes,” according
to a report in the science magazine Discover, “a single letter is wrong;
sometimes entire columns have been transposed.”⁴⁷
46. As cited in Lobdell and Stammer, “Mormon Scientist, Church Clash over DNA
Test.” Near the time of his comment to the Times, Whiting was very much in the news
in his own right, following publication of an important article on DNA and evolutionary
theory in the elite scientiﬁc journal Nature. See Michael F. Whiting, Sven Bradler, and
Taylor Maxwell, “Loss and Recovery of Wings in Stick Insects,” Nature, 16 January 2003,
264–67. A very brief notice of Whiting’s work appears in the unpaginated “Geographica”
section at the front of the September 2003 issue of National Geographic magazine. See
John L. Eliot, “Evolution: Reinventing the Wing,” National Geographic 204/3 (2003): n.p.
Whiting elaborates on his position regarding Amerindian DNA and the Book of Mormon
in Michael F. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon: A Phylogenetic Perspective,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 24–35.
47. Michael Abrams, “Genome Sequences Riddled with Errors,” Discover, January
2004, 31.
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DNA is a minefield not only for the amateur dabbler but, potentially, for professional but nonspecialist biologists. Since serious
scientiﬁc study of the subject began more than a century ago, for instance, biologists have assumed that the black death that killed oﬀ half
of the population of Europe in the fourteenth century was caused by
the pathogen Yersinia pestis, or the plague. Their assumption seemed
to have been conclusively proven three years ago when researchers at
France’s University of the Mediterranean found segments of Yersinia
DNA in the teeth of three victims of the black death. In 2003, however,
Alan Cooper, who directs the Ancient Biomolecules Centre at Oxford
University, demonstrated that those teeth had very likely been contaminated with a modern strain of Yersinia, not a medieval one.
“It’s incredibly easy,” Cooper says, to test a long-dead corpse and
ﬁnd plague. “In fact, it’s almost impossible not to get a positive
result when doing ancient DNA work because there’s so much
contamination around. It’s incredibly diﬃcult to get an authentic result.” Part of the problem, in Cooper’s view, is that the researchers are microbiologists, not “proper DNA researchers.”
In his own work on 121 teeth from sixty-six victims of the black
death, Cooper has used much more sophisticated techniques than
those employed by the French researchers to exclude modern biological contamination. Signiﬁcantly he has been unable to ﬁnd any trace
of Yersinia DNA. That does not mean, however, that Cooper himself
rejects the notion that the black death was caused by Yersinia pestis.
(As the old archaeological adage has it, “Absence of evidence is not evidence of absence.”) “I’m still a traditionalist,” he says. “I think it was
Yersinia.” He simply thinks that the French have failed to prove it.⁴⁸
Certain astute outside observers, indeed, have cautioned that
DNA researchers themselves need to cultivate a more circumspect attitude. Thus, the agnostic British philosopher Mary Midgley, in her
well-known book Evolution as a Religion, writes:
48. Michael Abrams, “Biologists Reexamine Cause of the Black Death,” Discover,
January 2004, 55.
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Something must I think be said bluntly and generally for a
start about the misleading eﬀect of propaganda claims made
on behalf of any line in learning or technology which has recently had some striking successes. Claimants here do not have
to be dishonest, or more than usually obsessed by the need for
research money, to be led on to exaggerate. There is a dazzlement, an unavoidable confusion of vision, which makes realistic foresight temporarily impossible. Molecular biology or biochemistry (if we may use the more convenient name) has been
in this situation since the discovery of DNA. The world has
seemed to be its oyster. It is neither accident nor some sinister
prejudice on my part which accounts for the high proportion
of quotations from biochemists in this book.
Resounding discoveries have combined with a sense of
a commanding position on the frontiers of the physical and
biological sciences to generate among these scientists a euphoric sense of cognitive omnipotence, of possessing methods which have been ﬁnally tested as correct and will be universally applicable. To many of them, their position appears
to be that of missionaries from the physical sciences, spreading physical methods once for all over the hitherto recalcitrant realms of the life sciences, and thus over all remaining
intellectual areas of the slightest interest.⁴⁹
Mary Midgley cites the eminent quantum physicist and philosopher David Bohm (1917–1992), who wrote along the same lines:
Molecular biologists have discovered that in the growth and
reproduction of cells, certain laws that can be given a mechanical form of description are satisfied (especially those
having to do with DNA, RNA, the synthesis of proteins).
From this, most of them have gone on to the conclusion that
ultimately all aspects and sides of life will be explained in
mechanical terms. But on what basis can this be said?
49. Mary Midgley, Evolution as a Religion, 2nd ed. (London: Routledge, 2002), 56.
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In this connection, it should be recalled that at the end of
the nineteenth century, physicists widely believed that classical physics gave the general outlines of a complete mechanical explanation of the universe. Since then, relativity and
quantum theory have overturned such notions altogether. . . .
. . . [C]lassical physics was swept aside and overturned. . . . Is
it not likely that modern molecular biology will sooner or later
undergo a similar fate?
. . . [T]he notion that present lines of thinking will continue to be validated indeﬁnitely by experiment is just another article of faith, similar to that of the nineteenth-century
physicists. . . . [I]s there not a kind of “hubris” that seems
rather often to penetrate the very fabric of scientiﬁc thought,
and to capture the minds of scientists, whenever any particular scientiﬁc theory has been successful for some period of
time? This takes the form of a fervently held belief that what
has been discovered will continue to work indeﬁnitely, ultimately to cover the whole of reality.⁵⁰
Unfortunately, as Midgley observes, the physical sciences have
moved on, and social scientists and biologists who attempt to model
themselves on an outmoded, discredited conception of physics will
ultimately fail, not only because sociology and biology are, in the last
analysis, not reducible to physics, but, more fundamentally, because
physics itself is not as they imagine it to be. “Physicists, in fact, have
abandoned the simple-minded mechanistic thinking which is the basis of biochemical superconﬁdence, and biochemists are liable to ﬁnd
themselves in the position of missionaries returning to Rome to ﬁnd
that a new pope has reversed the doctrines they were preaching.”⁵¹
Humility is one of the hallmarks of genuine science. So is the formulation of yet-unproved hypotheses. The realization that one’s theories
50. David Bohm, “On the Subjectivity and Objectivity of Knowledge,” in Beyond
Chance and Necessity: A Critical Inquiry into Professor Jacques Monod’s Chance and
Necessity, ed. John Lewis (London: Garnstone, 1974), 127–28.
51. Midgley, Evolution as a Religion, 57.
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and conclusions and, sometimes, even one’s data are always tentative and subject to revision is vital to the openness that has fostered
scientiﬁc progress.⁵² And if humility and tentativeness are always appropriate for expert specialists, surely such attributes are even more
becoming to amateurs. Yet circumspection has been in conspicuously
short supply among those who have dogmatically declared that contemporary DNA research has proven the Book of Mormon false.
Since his inaugural appearance at that Sunstone symposium, his
participation in the Living Hope Ministries video DNA vs. the Book
of Mormon, and the publication of his article in Dan Vogel and Brent
Metcalfe’s American Apocrypha, Thomas Murphy has completed a
doctorate in anthropology at the University of Washington.⁵³ He
continues to chair the Department of Anthropology at Edmonds
Community College in Lynnwood, Washington, where he has been
teaching full time since the fall of 2000. (The college’s Web site has
had him teaching courses on cultural anthropology, Native American
spirituality, and human origins.) Indeed, he is the only full-time instructor in that department, which is rounded out by a single parttime additional teacher. According to the Edmonds Community
College Web site, Murphy wrote his dissertation (“Imagining
Lamanites: Native Americans and the Book of Mormon”) on DNA
and the Book of Mormon.⁵⁴
However little Thomas Murphy may resemble Galileo Galilei, one
of the world-historical titans at the founding of modern experimental
science, the response of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
to his continuing provocations certainly pales in comparison to the
52. Even in mathematics, the idea of “absolute proof ” or “mathematical certainty” is
being reevaluated, and some mathematicians contend that the best one can hope for, at
least in very complex matters, is a much more humble thing, rather like the familiar legal
standard of “proof beyond a reasonable doubt.” See Keith Devlin, “2003: Mathematicians
Face Uncertainty,” Discover, January 2004, 36.
53. “Anthropology—hometown to cultural relativists and all-night diner for disaffected intellectuals.” That, fairly or not, is how Peter Wood, himself an associate professor
of anthropology at Boston University, recently described the ﬁeld. See Peter Wood, “Sex
and Consequences,” American Conservative 2/15 (28 July 2003): 8.
54. See faculty.edcc.edu/~tmurphy/ (accessed 5 February 2004).
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Inquisition. At Galileo’s fourth deposition, on 22 June 1633, the scientist
was formally warned that, if his answers were not more forthcoming, the
court would have “recourse to torture,” or to what was more delicately
referred to at his sentencing as “rigorous examination.” Ultimately, of
course, Galileo’s book was banned, and he was obliged, in writing, to abjure his belief that the earth moved, to recite the seven penitential psalms
every week for three years, and to submit to house arrest for the remainder of his life.⁵⁵ Thus far, no similar reports have emerged regarding
Murphy, who, though menaced with all the horrors of a meeting with
his stake’s presidency and high council, still managed to communicate
freely and often with journalists worldwide and to address one or two
protest rallies. Astonishingly, he remains at large. Moreover, if anyone in
this case appears to be pushing a theological agenda—even, in a sense, a
kind of jihād—that person seems to be Thomas Murphy in his crusade
against the Book of Mormon. Like Galileo, who sought to demonstrate
that the Bible, properly interpreted, can be reconciled with a heliocentric, Copernican view of planetary astronomy, Murphy has moved from
science—or, rather, from his readings about DNA science—to scriptural
exegesis. Quite unlike Galileo, however, he has done so in an attempt to
show that the Book of Mormon cannot be reconciled with the ﬁndings
of contemporary biology as he interprets them and thus to block oﬀ any
avenue of “escape” from what he clearly hopes and believes to be an utterly devastating case.
In doing so, however, Murphy may well be distorting the relevant
evidence. That will be a focus of several of the reviews in this issue,
but I myself would like to mention one matter here. Despite Murphy’s
hostile characterization of the Book of Mormon as “racist”—which
wouldn’t concern me overly much even if it were true, since I am entirely willing to entertain the possibility that the ancient Nephites, the
55. See Maurice A. Finocchiaro, ed. and trans., The Galileo Aﬀair: A Documentary
History (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1989), 287, 290, 363 nn. 84–85; Karl von
Gebler, Galileo Galilei and the Roman Curia, trans. Mrs. George Sturge (London: Kegan
Paul, 1879), 255–58; Giorgio de Santillana, The Crime of Galileo (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1955), 292 n. 1. My thanks to Elizabeth W. Watkins for bringing these passages to my attention.
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human vehicles through whom most of the Book of Mormon text
was given, might have been as prone to ethnocentrism as other ancient and modern peoples demonstrably have been and are—I myself
see evidence of an implicitly antiracist polemic in its pages.
For example, I was bothered for a long time by what I regarded
as very poor and repetitious style in a portion of the prophecy of
Samuel the Lamanite, as recorded in Helaman 13:5–6:
Behold, I, Samuel, a Lamanite, do speak the words of the
Lord which he doth put into my heart; and behold he hath
put it into my heart to say unto this people that the sword of
justice hangeth over this people; and four hundred years pass
not away save the sword of justice falleth upon this people.
Yea, heavy destruction awaiteth this people, and it surely
cometh unto this people, and nothing can save this people
save it be repentance and faith on the Lord Jesus Christ, who
surely shall come into the world, and shall suﬀer many things
and shall be slain for his people.
It was only when, one afternoon, I was reading the passage aloud
that it became clear to me how it ought to be understood:
Behold, I, Samuel, a Lamanite, do speak the words of the
Lord which he doth put into my heart; and behold he hath
put it into my heart to say unto this people that the sword of
justice hangeth over this people; and four hundred years pass
not away save the sword of justice falleth upon this people.
Yea, heavy destruction awaiteth this people, and it surely
cometh unto this people, and nothing can save this people
save it be repentance and faith on the Lord Jesus Christ, who
surely shall come into the world, and shall suﬀer many things
and shall be slain for his people.
The monotonous repetition of the phrase this people creates a mounting tension that is resolved only when readers (and, presumably,
Samuel’s unhappy listeners) arrive at the contrasting reference to
his people. In subtle but (I think) unmistakable fashion, “Samuel, a
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Lamanite,” very conscious of his own despised status as an outsider,
warns the populace of a prosperous but corrupt and wicked Nephite
city that their lineage and their complacent sense of being superior to
the benighted Lamanites will not save them in the end. “His people,”
the Lord’s people, those who receive the blessings of the atonement,
will be made up of all those who hearken and obey, regardless of ethnicity and racial pride. But this message runs directly contrary to
Thomas Murphy’s depiction of the Book of Mormon as a racist text.⁵⁶
Murphy has also arguably misrepresented his opposition. In
the article he published in Vogel and Metcalfe’s anthology, Murphy
notes recent work by geneticists at Brigham Young University and
asserts:
Some optimism was expressed by church members
that such research would vindicate the Book of Mormon
as an ancient document. The hope was that DNA would
link Native Americans to ancient Israelites, buttressing
LDS beliefs in a way that has not been forthcoming from
archaeological, linguistic, historical, or morphological
research.⁵⁷
For those who sought such conﬁrmation from genetics, he says, the
results were “disappointing.” Whatever untrained, uninformed, and
uninvolved laypeople may have expected from BYU’s ventures into
“molecular genealogy,” though, I am unaware of any contemporary
Latter-day Saint scholars at BYU or anywhere else who believe that
DNA evidence should or even could be used to prove or disprove
Book of Mormon origins. Murphy and other critics encourage the
impression that Latter-day Saint scientists and other faithful scholars have been seeking DNA evidence for Israelite roots of Native
56. For further consideration of the charge that the Book of Mormon is racist, see
John A. Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of Mormon,” in this number of the
Review, pages 183–97. See also Matthew L. Bowen, “‘O Ye Fair Ones’: An Additional Note
on the Meaning of the Name Nephi,” Insights 23/6 (2003): 2, which argues that frequent
Book of Mormon references to the Nephites as “fair” involve an original-language wordplay.
57. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 47.
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Americans. In support of his claim, Murphy cites an article from
the Salt Lake Tribune entitled “BYU Gene Data May Shed Light on
Origin of Book of Mormon’s Lamanites.” However, the article does
not sustain that conclusion. Quite the contrary. What it does say is
that geneticist Scott Woodward has “no intention of trying to prove
or disprove anything contained in the Book of Mormon,” even
though “some people may be licking their chops at the prospect of
using DNA evidence to refute the story LDS Church founder Joseph
Smith told.”⁵⁸
Woodward himself has said much the same thing in a personal
note to me:
The molecular genealogy project is designed to assist individuals with questions concerning their genealogy in the recent past, perhaps to the eight-generation level. It has never
been intended for use in reconstructing deep genealogies in
the sense that most geneticists working in population genetics have used molecular studies.
The title of the newspaper article, observes Woodward, was an “extremely poor choice of headline.” His research project “has nothing
to do with this.”⁵⁹
Despite the fact that Scott Woodward’s research never had the
slightest connection with the Book of Mormon, other critics have
indeed also attempted to link his BYU genetics project to Book of
Mormon claims, precisely as the Tribune article had predicted. One
Web site, for example, refers to the Tribune piece and somehow
concludes from it that Brigham Young University is “a racist science
boot camp.” Another site headlines its article “BYU DNA Project
Pits Science against Lamanites” and eagerly asks, “Would it be
ironic that state-of-the-art DNA research at the Lord’s own university actually disproves ‘The most correct book on earth,’ the Book
58. Dan Egan, “BYU Gene Data May Shed Light on Origin of Book of Mormon’s Lamanites,” Salt Lake Tribune, 30 November 2000, B1, B3.
59. Scott Woodward, communication to Daniel C. Peterson, 15 September 2003.
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of Mormon?”⁶⁰ So it seems that, while Latter-day Saint geneticists
and scholars at Brigham Young University have plainly not sought
to employ DNA studies in order to prove or substantiate the Book
of Mormon, critics of the Church of Jesus Christ deeply desire to
utilize research in population genetics (done by other scholars for
other purposes) in pursuit of their own personal vendettas.
We come back to the heroic legends of Galileo and Darwin confronting the repressive, obscurantist clergy of their day. Stephen M.
Barr, a theoretical particle physicist at the Bartol Research Institute of
the University of Delaware, has observed:
For centuries the trial of Galileo (1564–1642) was the stuﬀ of
myth: Galileo tortured by the Inquisition; his deﬁant words
after recanting (“e pur se muove,” “but it does move”); the
infallible Church proclaiming the dogma that the Sun goes
round the earth. None of these details is true, but that did
60. A word about Joseph Smith’s statement that “I told the brethren that the Book
of Mormon was the most correct of any book on earth, and the keystone of our religion,
and a man would get nearer to God by abiding by its precepts, than by any other book”
(History of the Church, 4:461) might be apropos here. Critics of Latter-day Saint belief
often take the Prophet’s comment (or, at least, for tactical purposes, pretend to take it)
as a commitment to the infallibility of the Book of Mormon. They fail to note that both
Mormon and Moroni acknowledged that the text could contain errors of wording (see
last paragraph of the title page; 3 Nephi 8:2; Mormon 8:17). Even Joseph Smith acknowledged that he had to spend time “correcting the stereotype plates of some errors which
escaped notice in the ﬁrst edition” of the Book of Mormon (History of the Church, 4:494;
see also 4:495). Professor Royal Skousen’s meticulous ongoing work on the textual history
of the Book of Mormon, sponsored by FARMS, illustrates beyond dispute the fact that the
transmission of the text has not proceeded without human error. And why, really, should
we expect otherwise? Speaking of incursions of the miraculous into the realm of natural
processes, C. S. Lewis observes that “it is . . . inaccurate to deﬁne a miracle as something
that breaks the laws of Nature. It doesn’t. . . . It is one more bit of raw material for the laws
to apply to, and they apply.” A miracle “simply [throws] one event into the general cataract of events and it ﬁnds itself at home there and conforms to all other events. . . . The
moment it enters [Nature’s] realm it obeys all her laws. Miraculous wine will intoxicate,
miraculous conception will lead to pregnancy, inspired books will suﬀer all the ordinary
processes of textual corruption, miraculous bread will be digested.” C. S. Lewis, Miracles:
A Preliminary Study (New York: HarperSanFrancisco, 2001), 94–95. The Prophet’s statement about its being “the most correct of any book” refers only to the correctness of the
“precepts” or doctrines found in the Book of Mormon.
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not seem to matter much to those who exalted Galileo as a
martyr to truth.⁶¹
The eminent British physicist Sir John Polkinghorne, fellow of
the Royal Society, past president of Queen’s College, Cambridge,
and, relatively late in his life, an ordained Anglican priest and Canon
Theologian of Liverpool, notes that, until recently,
the events associated with Galileo and Darwin were still seen
by many as representing critical (and for religion, discreditable) moments of significance. More careful and balanced
scholarship enables us today to perceive the complexity of
those times, in which scientists and religious thinkers alike
wrestled with the difficulties and unresolved problems attendant upon periods of great intellectual change and when
both kinds of participant were to be found on both sides of
the argument. . . . Only in the media, and in popular and polemical scientiﬁc writing, does there persist the myth of the
light of pure scientiﬁc truth confronting the darkness of obscurantist religious error.⁶²
Sir John’s description certainly holds true, mutatis mutandis, for
the current controversy surrounding Amerindian DNA and the Book
of Mormon. Once again, we do not have a simple morality play pitting scientists, all arrayed on the side of Virtue, Truth, and Progress,
against a recalcitrant but doomed gaggle of dogmatically antiscientiﬁc
“holdouts.” Among those who reviewed and approved the DNArelated articles in this issue, for instance, is John M. Butler. At the time
of writing, Butler serves as bishop of the Gaithersburg 1st Ward of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints in Maryland. Clearly,
61. Stephen M. Barr, “From Myth to History and Back,” review of Galileo in Rome:
The Rise and Fall of a Troublesome Genius, by William R. Shea and Mariano Artigas, and
Galileo’s Mistake: A New Look at the Epic Confrontation between Galileo and the Church,
by Wade Rowland, First Things 139 (January 2004): 53.
62. John Polkinghorne, Belief in God in an Age of Science (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 1998), 77.
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therefore, according to the schema laid down by the propagandists,
he ought to be an antiscientiﬁc, obscurantist cleric. In an unfortunate
blow to the stereotype, however, he also earned a Ph.D. in chemistry at
the University of Virginia and then completed three years of postdoctoral training at the Biotechnology Division of the National Institute
of Standards and Technology (NIST) in Gaithersburg. He is now project leader of the Human Identity DNA Technologies Group at NIST
and ranks among the foremost experts in the world on the forensic—
that is, the legal—use of data from human DNA. Holder of a patent
for DNA typing by mass spectrometry with polymorphic DNA repeat
markers, he has received a number of scientiﬁc awards, including one
from the British Medical Association for his 2001 textbook Forensic
DNA Typing: Biology and Technology behind STR Markers.⁶³ Although
still relatively young, Butler has also written numerous articles on DNA
typing for various scientiﬁc journals and books and has been a guest
editor of the Journal of Forensic Sciences. That a person of his background and stature continues to aﬃrm his belief in the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon ought to give pause—though, realistically, it probably won’t—to those who push the simplistic notion that
“the DNA evidence, the same type of evidence that they use in criminal
court cases, clearly discredits the Book of Mormon.”⁶⁴
Similarly, David A. McClellan, who authored the lead article in
the group of essays on the question of Amerindian DNA and the
Book of Mormon featured in the present issue, fails to conform to the
stereotype of antiscientiﬁc Mormon irrationalism that many critics
have cultivated in a transparent bid to gain the upper rhetorical hand
in their propaganda war against the faith of the Latter-day Saints.
63. John M. Butler, Forensic DNA Typing: Biology and Technology behind STR Markers
(San Diego: Academic Press, 2001). He is currently at work on an expanded second edition of his book.
64. Thomas Murphy in DNA vs. the Book of Mormon. Butler oﬀers his own brief statement on this subject in John M. Butler, “A Few Thoughts from a Believing DNA Scientist,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 36–37, and will also address it in a forthcoming article in the oﬃcial monthly magazine of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, the Ensign.
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After receiving a master’s degree in genetics from Brigham Young
University, he earned a doctorate in organismal and molecular evolution from Louisiana State University and then carried out research as
a postdoctoral fellow at the Institute of Statistical Mathematics and
the Graduate School of Bioscience and Biotechnology at the Tokyo
Institute of Technology in Japan. Currently an assistant professor of
integrative biology at Brigham Young University, McClellan has been
assigned to teach undergraduate-level courses in evolution and bioinformatics, as well as a graduate-level course in molecular evolution.
His research focuses on theoretical aspects of molecular evolution
and adaptation. Thus, he is abundantly qualified, according to the
simplistic template of the propagandists, to be an avatar of scientiﬁc
rationality. But he is also a committed member of the Church of
Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints and has held a number of responsible
ecclesiastical positions, including service as a ward mission leader
and a counselor in a bishopric.
Philosopher Mary Midgley—herself, as already noted, a religious agnostic—remarks that “the contrast between science and religion is unluckily not as plain, nor the relation between them as
simple, as is often supposed. . . . Thoughtful scientists have often
mentioned this problem, but a great many of their colleagues, and
of the public generally, cling to the reassuringly simple opposition.”
In her book Evolution as a Religion, she provides a list, in two columns, of stereotypical antitheses between science and religion that,
she says, are “used rather indiscriminately, as each happens to be
convenient, to give colour to the idea of a general crusade of light
against darkness.” On the left, associated with “science,” are such
terms as common sense, logic, progress, reason, hard, objective, and
male. On the right, by contrast, are listed such words as superstition,
wish-fulfillment, childishness, mysticism, intuition, credulity, soft,
subjective, and female. “A mental map based on this strange group
of antitheses, a map which showed them all as roughly equivalent
and was marked only with the general direction ‘keep to the left,’
has for the last century usually been issued to English-speaking scientists
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with their ﬁrst test-tube and has often gone with them to the grave.
In spite of its wild incoherence, it still has great inﬂuence.”⁶⁵
Polkinghorne’s comments about propagandistic and tendentious
misrepresentations of the nineteenth-century Darwinian controversy
are applicable, again, to the case of Amerindian DNA and the Book
of Mormon:
The notion that the [general Christian] Church was unanimous in an obscurantist rejection of Darwin in 1859 is as ignorant and incorrect as is also the belief that the scientiﬁc
community was unanimous in welcoming him. The blackand-white accounts of those intellectually tempestuous
times, so assiduously propagated in the media and in certain
kinds of popular scientiﬁc writing, are just not true.⁶⁶
As Edward J. Larson has demonstrated in his Pulitzer Prize–
winning book Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s
Continuing Debate over Science and Religion, much of what
Americans (and, no doubt, others) think they know about the socalled monkey trial and much of what they think they can conclude
from it about issues of science and religion is pure, tendentious ﬁction, owing more to the play Inherit the Wind and to the Hollywood
ﬁlm of the same name than to the actual historical record.⁶⁷
Speaking speciﬁcally of Galileo’s case, Stephen Barr observes that
the Catholic Church, even at that darkest hour in her relations
with science, did not reject the idea that truths about the natural world could be known through reason, observation, and
experiment. Nor did she assert that genuine scientiﬁc proofs
must give way before literal interpretations of the Bible.⁶⁸
65. Midgley, Evolution as a Religion, 112–14.
66. John Polkinghorne, Faith, Science and Understanding (New Haven: Yale University
Press, 2000), 23.
67. Edward J. Larson, Summer for the Gods: The Scopes Trial and America’s Continuing
Debate over Science and Religion (Cambridge: Harvard University Press, 1997).
68. Stephen M. Barr, Modern Physics and Ancient Faith (Notre Dame, Ind.: University
of Notre Dame Press, 2003), 8.

Introduction • xlv

One of the problems, from the viewpoint of the Catholic Church,
was that the evidence did not seem suﬃcient to them to establish
Galileo’s claims. Even Cardinal Bellarmine, the head of the Roman
Inquisition itself, was open to the possibility that Copernicus and
Galileo were substantially right. Writing to a friend of Galileo’s by
the name of Paolo Foscarini, he said:
If there were a real proof that the Sun is in the center of the
universe . . . and that the Sun does not go round the Earth
but the Earth round the Sun, then we should have to proceed
with great circumspection in explaining passages of Scripture
which appear to teach the contrary, and rather admit that we
did not understand them than declare an opinion to be false
which is proved to be true. But, as for myself, I shall not believe that there are such proofs until they are shown to me.⁶⁹
“As a matter of fact,” comments Barr, “such a ‘real proof ’ was not
possible in Galileo’s and Bellarmine’s time. (Galileo believed he had
such proofs, but in fact his proofs were wrong.)”⁷⁰ And, of course,
the Copernican system that Galileo advocated so strenuously and at
such personal cost had its own problems. It did not, for example, adequately account for the observed, empirical data with respect to planetary movements. That, and not religious dogmatism, explains the fact
that the illustrious Danish astronomer Tycho Brahe went to his grave
in 1601—nearly sixty years after Copernicus’s own death—rejecting
the Copernican theory of the solar system. It was only when Johannes
Kepler (1571–1630) proposed that the planets moved in elliptical
rather than circular orbits that the heliocentric view of the solar system, now better matched to the empirical data gathered by hundreds of
astronomers over thousands of years, gained undisputed ascendancy.
While in retrospect it is plain (to say the least of it) that they were
wrong, the leaders of the Roman Catholic Church were not without justiﬁcation in the science of their day for resisting Galileo and
69. As cited in Santillana, Crime of Galileo, 99–100.
70. Barr, Modern Physics and Ancient Faith, 8.
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Copernicus. So, too, Latter-day Saints should not jettison their faith
without sound reason for doing so. But Thomas Murphy has not provided such reason, and it is far from clear that either Murphy or any
other agitator on the subject of Amerindian DNA versus the Book
of Mormon is going to march on triumphantly to victory in the way
that Galileo and Copernicus eventually did.
“Whatever else can be said about this lamentable episode,” continues Barr,
the following is true: the condemnation of Galileo, rather
than typifying the church’s attitude toward science, was
manifestly an anomaly. For while the Catholic Church has
never been afraid to condemn theological propositions—in
its long history it has anathematized many hundreds of
them—only in the single instance of Galileo did the Catholic
Church venture to condemn a scientiﬁc theory. And even in
that case it refrained from doing so in its most solemn and
formal way, which would have been irrevocable.⁷¹
So how should we respond to the claim that DNA research confronts Latter-day Saints as a “Galileo event”? As we’ve seen, it is a
gross oversimpliﬁcation to claim that the Roman Catholic Church
was antiscientiﬁc, even in the days of Galileo.⁷² But there is certainly
no Latter-day Saint analogue to the Inquisition or to the Index libro71. Ibid. For more on the case of Galileo—which, it seems, actually grew out of a
power struggle involving the Jesuits at least as much as out of scientiﬁc disputes (since
many of the more scientiﬁcally minded clergy were already leaning toward a heliocentric
conception of the solar system)—see Jerome J. Langford, Galileo, Science, and the Church
(Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 1971); William R. Shea and Mariano Artigas,
Galileo in Rome: The Rise and Fall of a Troublesome Genius (New York: Oxford University
Press, 2003); and de Santillana, Crime of Galileo, as well as the appended brief essay, by
historian of science Glen M. Cooper, immediately following this introduction.
72. In fact, as the work of Pierre Duhem and Stanley L. Jaki has demonstrated, there
is strong reason to believe that, in a very important way, modern science owes its origin to
Christianity and, more broadly, to what I like to term “the Abrahamic tradition.” Rodney Stark,
For the Glory of God: How Monotheism Led to Reformations, Science, Witch-Hunts, and the End
of Slavery (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 2003), continues this theme, although, in my
opinion, it unjustly denigrates the contribution of Islam to the rise of science.
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rum prohibitorum, the “index of prohibited books” that once featured some of Galileo’s writing. Are Latter-day Saints afraid of, or
threatened by, DNA studies? No. Absolutely not. The Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter-day Saints is also not “antiscience.” (The situation is
quite the opposite, in fact. Latter-day Saints seem, historically, to be
disproportionately attracted to careers in the sciences.)⁷³
The most important thing to bear in mind is that if it is true, as
serious scholarship on the Book of Mormon has contended for decades, that Lehi and his party (and the other migrations mentioned
in the text) were but small groups, living, after their arrival, in a limited geographical area surrounded by others, scientiﬁc theories about
the original peopling of the Americas are irrelevant to the truth claims
of the Book of Mormon. An original settling of the New World by
Asiatic peoples no more bars the landing of a small group of Semites
in the sixth century b.c. than it prohibits the arrival of a small group
of Scandinavians, my ancestors, in the nineteenth century a.d. (In fact,
what with United States immigration laws, my ancestors may have had
more trouble disembarking than Lehi did.)
In his important 1985 book An Ancient American Setting for
the Book of Mormon, John Sorenson proposed reading the Book of
Mormon as a “lineage history,” a document focused on a particular
kinship group and providing only a partial view of the overall regional
history as ﬁltered through the speciﬁc interests and concerns of those
73. See E. L. Thorndike, “The Production, Retention and Attraction of American
Men of Science,” Science 92 (16 August 1940): 137–41; Kenneth R. Hardy, “Social Origins
of American Scientists and Scholars,” Science 185 (9 August 1974): 497–506; Robert L.
Miller, “Science and Scientists,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 3:1272–75. Some other examples of prominent Latter-day Saint scientists include: Orson Pratt, mathematician and
astronomer (3:1114–15); James E. Talmage, geologist; John A. Widtsoe and Henry Eyring,
chemists; Joseph F. Merrill and Willard Gardner, physicists; Harvey Fletcher, developer
of stereophonic sound, the telephone speaker system, the transistor, and the Millikan
oil-drop experiment measuring the charge of electrons; Philo T. Farnsworth, inventor of
television; “Dinosaur Jim” Jensen, paleontologist and discoverer of the bones of the two
largest dinosaurs yet found; James Fletcher, aeronautics engineer, called out of retirement
to assume leadership of NASA following the Challenger explosion; Don Lind, astronaut;
Russell M. Nelson, pioneer of open-heart surgery and heart valve repair; and Richard G.
Scott, nuclear engineer.
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who wrote it.⁷⁴ This is an extraordinarily useful insight, and once one
begins to read the Book of Mormon with it in mind, it becomes obvious that Sorenson is correct. Why does the text not give us the name
of “the brother of Jared,” who seems, in many respects, more important than Jared himself? Probably because the book of Ether is based
on records kept by the descendants of Jared. (Ether himself was a descendant of Jared; see Ether 1:6–32.) And why, although he is clearly
one of the greatest of the Lehite prophets, do we know nothing about
the life of Samuel the Lamanite before he comes to the Nephite city of
Zarahemla? Probably for the same reason that we know nothing about
him after he leaps from the city wall and returns to prophesy among his
own people: the Book of Mormon is a Nephite lineage history. Samuel
almost certainly preached and prophesied before he stood on that
Nephite wall and almost certainly continued to preach and prophesy
thereafter, but the Book of Mormon is interested in him only insofar as
he impinges upon the Nephites (see Helaman 13:1–16:8). Similarly, the
Book of Mormon presents us with far too little material to form any
connected idea of Lamanite history, even for relatively brief periods.
Why? Because it tells us about the Lamanites only to the extent that
doing so is relevant to telling a Nephite story.
Some have claimed that those who advocate a limited geography for
the Book of Mormon—that is, who argue that the Jaredites, Lehites, and
Mulekites were not alone in the Americas—are ﬁghting a desperate rearguard action against the advance of archaeology and, now, of biological
science.⁷⁵ These critics’ marked irritation with contemporary defenders
of the Book of Mormon, which often extends beyond these and other
particular issues to the entire enterprise most prominently represented
by the Foundation for Ancient Research and Mormon Studies, is reminiscent of “the contempt, and even disgust” that, C. S. Lewis noted, are
“felt by many people for the writings of modern Christians.” When a per74. See particularly Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 50–56.
75. That this is not at all the case is demonstrated by Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s
Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and Pre-Columbian Populations,” in this number,
pages 91–128, and by Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA,” 6–23.

Introduction • xlix

son is convinced that the overall worldview of Christianity is objectionable and transparently absurd, said Lewis,
he naturally listens with impatience to our solutions of particular diﬃculties and our defences against particular objections. The more ingenious we are in such solutions and
defences the more perverse we seem to him. “Of course,” he
says, “once the doctrines are there, clever people can invent
clever arguments to defend them.”⁷⁶
Lewis spoke of “the impatient sceptic, . . . fore-armed against anything I may say” not so much by particular opposing facts as by a
fundamentally opposed worldview.
“I know exactly what this man is going to do,” he murmurs.
“He is going to start explaining all these mythological statements away. It is the invariable practice of these Christians.
On any matter whereon science has not yet spoken and on
which they cannot be checked, they will tell you some preposterous fairytale. And then, the moment science makes a
new advance and shows (as it invariably does) their statement to be untrue, they suddenly turn round and explain
that they didn’t mean what they said, that they were using
a poetic metaphor or constructing an allegory, and that all
they really intended was some harmless moral platitude. We
are sick of this theological thimble-rigging.”⁷⁷
It is interesting to note, however, that even the manner of the original settlement of the Americas is still very much in dispute.⁷⁸ Those who
imagine that current DNA science proves the Book of Mormon false, or
even that it presents us with a clear and undisputed understanding of
76. Lewis, Miracles, 109.
77. Ibid., 110.
78. Tom D. Dillehay, “Tracking the First Americans,” Nature, 4 September 2003,
23–24, oﬀers a representative snapshot of a rapidly changing scene, though there is much
more to be said on many fronts.
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the original paleoamerican immigrations, have been, I think, strikingly
simplistic in their views. “Slowly,” says the University of Kentucky’s Tom
Dillehay in a recent issue of Nature, “we are realizing that the ancestry
of the Americas is as complex and as diﬃcult to trace as that of other
human lineages around the world.”⁷⁹ With the ﬁeld of research so very
fluid, new facts and new questions are emerging at a rapid pace. The
January 2004 issue of Discover, for example, reports:
The most plausible explanation of how humans ﬁrst settled
the Americas—Ice Age hunters pursuing game walked from
Siberia to Alaska over a land bridge—has gained wide acceptance in recent years, although scientiﬁc evidence has been
thin at best. In 2003, it got thinner.⁸⁰
Why? At least two new problems surfaced during the year. First,
spear points and tools found at Ushki Lake, along the Kamchatka
River in Siberia, have been redated. Nikolai Dikov, the archaeologist who excavated the site in 1964, had dated the artifacts to about
14,300 years before the present (b.p.). Theorists of the settling of the
Americas hailed his discovery, saying that it represented proof of the
route along which those Ice Age hunters had traveled. Dikov’s date
allowed ample time—2,800 years—for descendants of the Ushki people to reach Clovis, New Mexico, where the oldest archaeological site
in North America yielding reliably dated tools and artifacts reveals a
human presence at least as early as 11,500 years b.p. Still sure of the
signiﬁcance of the ﬁnds there, American archaeologists reexamined
the Ushki Lake area in 2001, uncovering primitive tools interspersed
with charcoal in an ancient ﬁre pit. The problem that emerged, however, is that the charcoal can be radiocarbon-dated to 11,000 years
b.p., thus seeming to make the Ushki site younger than or, at best,
contemporary with the Clovis settlement. So the movement of peoples up through what is now northeastern Russia or Siberia, across to
79. Ibid., 24.
80. Michael W. Robbins and Jeﬀrey Winters, “Land Bridge Theory Tested,” Discover,
January 2004, 32.
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Alaska, and down through Canada and the Paciﬁc Northwest to New
Mexico still lacks archaeological support.
Second, Rolando González-José, an anthropologist at the University of Barcelona, has been meticulously studying thirty-three
skulls found in Baja California whose age ranges from between 300
to 2,700 years. Surprisingly, they resemble neither the skulls of prehistoric northeastern Asians (the people who are supposed to have
come across the land bridge) nor those of modern Native Americans.
Instead, they seem most like the skulls of early inhabitants of southeast Asia. González-José suggests, on the basis of his work, that ancient
southeast Asians may have traveled to the Americas by boat prior to
the Clovis era. Tom Dillehay, on the other hand, remains unconvinced.
The anomalous shape of the Baja skulls, he says, “may indicate some
genetic drift, or they could link to some parallel adaptations, or perhaps they resulted from inbreeding with other local populations.”
In the meantime, reports Discover, “the land bridge theory is
not dead.” Michael Waters, an anthropologist from Texas A&M
University and a participant in studies of the new ﬁnds from Ushki
Lake, “still has faith in the hypothesis because there is so much territory left to excavate. ‘Siberia is a big place,’ he says, ‘and very few
archaeologists are working there.’ ”⁸¹
Fair enough. But Professor Waters’s profession of faith is the kind
of statement that draws howls of derision when made by believers in
the Book of Mormon. Turning the common archaeological axiom on
its head, critics often insist that absence of evidence somehow is evidence of absence. To think otherwise, they commonly declare, is to
turn one’s back on rationality and science.
Nevertheless, the claim that DNA research represents a “Galileo
event” for members of the restored Church of Jesus Christ may well
be true—though not in the sense intended and fantasized by those
who have trumpeted it as such to the all-too-willing, gullible, and
uninformed representatives of the news media who have obligingly
given it global coverage.
81. Ibid.
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Like Brent Metcalfe, but for entirely diﬀerent reasons, I rather
hope it is.
We need to understand the original “Galileo event” accurately.
Propagandistic accounts of the Inquisition and of other events along
the interface of religion and science—accounts carefully crafted, in
many cases, to gain advantage for enemies of religious faith in a tacit
cultural war—should not be accepted at face value. Galileo’s scientiﬁc
achievements did not challenge the Christian faith. Nothing in his discovery of the moons of Jupiter or sunspots, nothing in the Copernican
model of the solar system that he championed, conflicted with belief in a loving, personal God, in a resurrected and saving Christ, or
in the hope of salvation conferred by Christian faith. Galileo’s science
conflicted, instead, with older scientific theories—pagan Greek, not
Christian, in origin—that had become so established in the minds of
many influential thinkers in his day that they could not distinguish
between the gospel of Jesus Christ and popular scientiﬁc assumptions.
Evangelical authors Jimmy Davis and Harry Poe are entirely correct
when they observe that “Galileo ran afoul of academic authorities,
not because his science contradicted the Bible but because it contradicted Aristotle!”⁸² The existence of sunspots did not conﬂict with belief in the atonement; sunspots conﬂicted with the Greek notion that
all coming-to-be and ceasing-to-be—all decay, corruption, and imperfection—were restricted to the sublunary world and that the cosmos
beyond the orbit of the moon was perfect in every way. Stripping away
such gospel-foreign presumptions was good. It was an example of the
power of science to sharpen and make more accurate our understanding of the world around us.
If DNA research demonstrates that the hemispheric or global
theory of the Book of Mormon—according to which every preColumbian Amerindian from the Bering Strait to Patagonia and
from Hudson’s Bay to the Amazon was a pure descendant of the
Lehites and the Lehites alone—is untenable, that too is good. It
82. Jimmy H. Davis and Harry L. Poe, Designer Universe: Intelligent Design and the
Existence of God (Nashville: Broadman and Holman, 2002), 42–43.
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will serve to illustrate the power of science to assist solid earlier
scholarship in sharpening and making more accurate our understanding of the world around us, in somewhat the same way
that continuing revelation helps to clarify our understanding of
the truths of the gospel. Such a demonstration will conflict with
no essential doctrine of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints. It will not only be consistent with but will be supportive
of careful readings of the Book of Mormon that have been available for many decades. It will merely eliminate popular assumptions—sincerely held, well-intended, but external and foreign to
the scriptural text—that had attached themselves to the Book of
Mormon in much the same parasitical and distorting way that
Aristotelian and Ptolemaic cosmology had earlier attached itself to the Bible. Serious scholarship on the Book of Mormon
had already long been arguing for a limited geographical view
of Jaredite and Nephite history and for regarding the migrations
described in the record as limited and quite modest incursions
of small numbers of people into larger, preexisting populations.
DNA research does not negate the conclusions of such scholars;
it strengthens them.
It would be a foolish mistake, in this case, for those who discover that the global or hemispheric model of Book of Mormon
geography and peoples is incorrect, to reject the entire volume of
scripture rather than to conclude that the hemispheric model rests
on a hasty and incorrect interpretation of the text. When throwing
out error, we should be careful to retain the truth. (To borrow a familiar phrase, we must be careful not to throw the baby out with
the bathwater.) Children who learn that Santa Claus is merely a
nursery tale, and that reindeer can’t really ﬂy, would lose inestimably much were they to throw out not just the jolly old elf but the
entire Christmas story and, with it, the One whose birth that story
commemorates.
Five essays in the present number of the Review respond, in general terms or speciﬁcally, to the issue of Amerindian DNA and the
Book of Mormon. Ideally, they should be read in connection with
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the four related articles in the recently published Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003).⁸³
Other essays in the present Review can likewise be viewed as responses to what I have termed “hype” and “suppression.” Will Bagley’s
Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and the Massacre at Mountain
Meadows, for example, has received media attention and kudos out of
all proportion to its merit as history and on the basis of little or no signiﬁcant new evidence.⁸⁴ In their highly critical review of Blood of the
Prophets published in a recent number of Mormon Historical Studies,
W. Paul Reeve and Ardis E. Parshall—respectively a professor of history at Southern Virginia University and an experienced independent
researcher based in Utah Valley—acknowledge that the book has some
good qualities, but ﬁnd those seriously outweighed by its defects.⁸⁵
Bagley’s research is extensive and takes advantage of
sources not known to Juanita Brooks. His handling of those
sources, however, is problematic and at times is manipulated
to ﬁt his thesis, and both his prejudices and biases quickly
become apparent. Bagley is intent upon implicating Brigham
Young in the massacre. To do so, he repaints nineteenthcentury Utah with blood. . . .
Bagley is a superb storyteller. Yet the manner in which he
constructs his story is designed to reinforce the notion that
nineteenth-century Utah was a corrupt cauldron of blood,
vice, and hypocrisy. Bagley’s prejudices and unexamined assumptions permeate the narrative. In countless places, Bagley
labels Mormons and anyone with a kind word for them as ridiculous or worthy of dismissal.⁸⁶
83. Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA”; Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon”;
Butler, “A Few Thoughts”; and Meldrum and Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?”
84. Will Bagley, Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and the Massacre at Mountain
Meadows (Norman: University of Oklahoma Press, 2002).
85. W. Paul Reeve and Ardis E. Parshall, review of Blood of the Prophets: Brigham
Young and the Massacre at Mountain Meadows, by Will Bagley, Mormon Historical Studies
4/1 (2003): 149–57.
86. Ibid., 150.
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“In some cases,” they say, “Bagley substitutes unsubstantiated
gossip for evidence.”⁸⁷ They excoriate him, moreover, for his “manipulation of information” and for announcing conclusions that “go
well beyond his evidence.” Worse, at a very crucial point in his argument, Bagley has misrepresented the contents of a vital document,
an inexcusable act that Reeve and Parshall identify as “a direct violation of the American Historical Association’s Statement on Standards
of Professional Conduct.”⁸⁸ “Perhaps the real message in Blood of the
Prophets,” they suggest,
is that considering Bagley’s extensive research, he could come
up with no better evidence than Dimick Huntington’s journal to link “Young to facilitating the murders.” And to make
even that unsustainable claim, he had to put a new word into
Huntington’s pen.⁸⁹
“Even though Bagley claims to be aware of ‘the basic rules of
the craft of history,’ ” Reeve and Parshall report, “he consistently violates them in Blood of the Prophets. As a result, Juanita Brooks’ The
Mountain Meadows Massacre remains the most deﬁnitive and balanced account to date.”⁹⁰
In this number of the FARMS Review, Will Bagley’s case for the
prosecution of Brigham Young continues to falter when subjected to
rigorous historical and legal analysis by Robert D. Crockett.
Similarly, Grant Palmer’s book, An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins,
has been ceded a measure of undeserved authority by some readers,
not because it presents much that is truly new, but because of its author’s claimed status as, precisely, an “insider,” a faithful member of the
Church and long-term veteran of the Church Educational System,
87. Ibid., 154.
88. Ibid., 152. On Bagley’s truly spectacular distortion of a piece of evidence that is
fundamental to his argument, see also Lawrence Coates’s review of Blood of the Prophets,
by Will Bagley, BYU Studies 41/1 (2003): 153–58. Two other valuable reviews of Bagley’s
book, by Paul H. Peterson and Thomas G. Alexander, accompany that of Coates in the
same number of BYU Studies, at pp. 159–66 and 167–74, respectively.
89. Reeve and Parshall, review of Blood of the Prophets, 156.
90. Ibid., 149.
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whose honest historical writing can be faulted for no bias except, perhaps, a nostalgic prejudice in favor of traditional Latter-day Saint understandings. Its negative conclusions, accordingly, are thought to carry all
the more punch. An oﬃcial statement issued on 28 January 2004 by the
Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History at Brigham
Young University rejects any suggestion that Grant Palmer speaks for
them or reﬂects their position.⁹¹ Davis Bitton, Steven Harper, and Mark
Ashurst-McGee, moreover, demonstrate that Palmer’s book rests on
a highly selective use of sources, indicating that Palmer either did not
know the literature he claims to be representing or else that he chose, for
reasons best explained by him, to suppress mention of signiﬁcant portions of it. Further, Ashurst-McGee and Louis Midgley illustrate Palmer’s
appalling distortion of perhaps his most striking and “original” piece of
evidence. I enthusiastically endorse Ashurst-McGee’s encouragement
of any who may be interested in the claims advanced by the ﬁfth chapter of Palmer’s book, entitled “Moroni and the Golden Pot,” to obtain
a copy of Hoﬀmann’s story and to read it for themselves.⁹² It is simply
inconceivable to me that anyone who has actually read “The Golden Pot”
can seriously believe it to have been a source or even an inspiration for
Joseph Smith’s account of his experiences with Moroni. On the other
hand, I am virtually certain that Palmer’s interest in this bizarre story
was originally inspired by the salamandrine tales of Mark Hofmann.
Professor Midgley also shows that Palmer’s CES career and the orthodoxy that it ought to imply have been hyped out of all proportion to reality and that, unfortunately, Palmer’s relatively recent retirement from
employment by the church does not demonstrate that he abandoned his
orthodox Latter-day Saint beliefs only recently.⁹³
91. That brief statement is included here in this number, page 255.
92. E. T. A. Hoffmann’s hypercomplicated and deeply odd fantasy tale The Golden
Pot (Der goldne Topf [1814]) is easily available, in the 1827 English translation by Thomas
Carlyle, in a one-dollar Dover Thrift Edition: E. T. A. Hoﬀmann, The Nutcracker and the
Golden Pot (New York: Dover, 1993). An online version of “The Golden Pot” can be found
at www.blackmask.com/books72c/goldpot.htm (accessed 13 January 2004).
93. “I am not what I am,” says Shakespeare’s villainous Iago to himself (Othello 1.1.65)
as he undertakes a campaign of cleverly selected and planted evidence, deception, and
insinuations designed to destroy Othello’s faith in his innocent, pure wife, Desdemona.
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Palmer attempts to convince his readers that the foundational events of Mormonism did not literally occur in the world
of physical reality and that Latter-day Saint history has been
systematically falsified in order to make it seem that they did.
For instance, Palmer alleges that the familiar accounts of priesthood restoration by angelic ministers were cobbled together
by Joseph Smith in order to fend off challenges to his leadership in Kirtland, Ohio, during late 1834 and early 1835.⁹⁴ The
first unclear reference to angelic involvement, Palmer says, can
be dated to November 1832, but it is not until February 1835
that Peter, James, and John are identified as having bestowed
authority upon Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery. In order to
bolster his case, Palmer relies heavily upon late reminiscences,
a reliance that leaves one deeply puzzled regarding his principle of selection. He fails, for example, to mention Parley Pratt’s
first encounter with Hyrum Smith, in Palmyra, New York, during late August of 1830. Hyrum, Pratt recalls, told him of “the
commission of his brother Joseph, and others, by revelation and
the ministering of angels, by which the apostleship and authority had been again restored to the earth.”⁹⁵ (As Palmer himself
notes, on pages 219–20 of his book, the terms elder and apostle were used almost interchangeably in those earliest days of
church history, so that Pratt’s summary seems to point quite
unequivocally to a discussion in 1830 of the restoration of the
Melchizedek Priesthood by angels.)
Nor, oddly, does Palmer mention Philo Dibble’s memory
of Joseph Smith standing up in a meeting in a barn on Sunday,
8 July 1832—just after Sidney Rigdon had upset the Saints by suggesting that the keys of authority had been taken away from the
church—and testifying: “No power can pluck those keys from me,
94. Grant H. Palmer, An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature
Books, 2002), 215–33. See Steven C. Harper’s and Mark Ashurst-McGee’s discussions of
this claim in this number, pages 273–364, below.
95. Autobiography of Parley P. Pratt (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1985), 22.
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except the power that gave them to me; that was Peter, James, and
John.”⁹⁶ These are not obscure sources. I ran across both of them by
pure serendipity on a single recent Saturday morning while doing
a bit of desultory reading entirely unrelated to either Grant Palmer
or the restoration of the priesthood. One should be able to expect at
least that level of research, it seems to me, from a revisionist book
written by one who claims to be both an “insider” and a conscientious, truth-seeking historian.
At the same time he is systematically attempting to demolish the foundations of uniquely Mormon belief, however, Palmer
exhorts us to place our faith in Jesus. But he seems to be operating by a double standard: arguments that are perfectly analogous to those that he marshals against the historic faith of the
Latter-day Saints can be and have been mounted against fundamental Christian beliefs. In an argument eerily parallel to that
of Palmer, for example, John Dominic Crossan claims that Jesus’
body was abandoned by his disciples and that it was dragged away
by dogs and left to rot. The New Testament resurrection narratives, according to Crossan, represent no more than a relatively
late attempt to put a positive spin on a very disheartening story.
Moreover, he declares, those narratives were constructed in order
to buttress one of numerous competing claims to authority in the
young Christian movement.⁹⁷
Palmer likewise argues that the experiences of the witnesses to
the Book of Mormon were merely subjective, purely mental, and,
96. Philo Dibble, “Philo Dibble’s Narrative,” in Early Scenes in Church History, FaithPromoting Series 8, ed. George Q. Cannon (Salt Lake City: Juvenile Instructor Oﬃce,
1882), 80. I happen to have run across the Dibble reference in Jeﬀrey S. O’Driscoll, Hyrum
Smith: A Life of Integrity (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003), 68–69, while Palmer’s claim
was freshly on my mind, but “Philo Dibble’s Narrative” is familiar to all serious historians
of early Mormonism.
97. See, for example, John Dominic Crossan, The Historical Jesus: The Life of a
Mediterranean Jewish Peasant (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1991); Crossan, Jesus:
A Revolutionary Biography (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1995); Crossan, The Birth
of Christianity: Discovering What Happened in the Years Immediately after the Execution of
Jesus (San Francisco: HarperSanFrancisco, 1998).
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accordingly, that they are devoid of value as evidence for the existence of genuinely physical plates.⁹⁸ It was only considerably later,
Palmer claims, that “the Church” transformed the dreamy, harmless, and insubstantial visions of Joseph’s naïve witnesses into
real-world experiences. In a very similar vein, liberal and agnostic
scholars of the early Christian movement have argued that the ﬁrst
disciples believed in a spiritual resurrection, not a physical one.
Consequently, the postcruciﬁxion encounters of the apostles and
others with the Risen Lord were nothing more than extraordinarily
vivid (but otherwise subjective and rather commonplace) religious
experiences, not genuine meetings with a person who had been
bodily raised from the dead.⁹⁹
Is Palmer unaware that the simple faith in Jesus that he recommends
as an alternative to long-held Latter-day Saint beliefs is vulnerable to the
98. Palmer, An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins, 175–213. Oddly, though, after more
than twenty pages of insistence on the subjective and unreal character of what the witnesses “saw”—and perhaps himself aware of the striking weakness of his case—Palmer
suddenly remembers that “believers and skeptics alike report that they physically hefted
the box and handled something through a cloth” (ibid., 207) and abruptly suggests that
Joseph Smith may have manufactured a fraudulent set of plates so as to deceive his gullible associates. Drawing on Dan Vogel’s opinion that, in Joseph Smith’s time and milieu, the “ancient mound builders and Jews were thought to have preserved their writings” by fastening plates together with rings at the back and placing them in stone boxes,
Palmer hypothesizes that “these ideas may have been Joseph’s inspiration for making a
plate-like object to persuade belief ” (ibid.; Palmer paraphrases Vogel and credits Vogel’s
Indian Origins). Palmer doesn’t trouble himself to explain why the witnesses’ belief, if it
was anything like his portrayal of it—if nobody involved really thought that the things
they reported “seeing” were actual physical objects—had to be persuaded or bolstered by
fake artifacts. Nonetheless, Palmer’s behavior on this point is uncannily reminiscent of
Vogel’s own. Throughout Dan Vogel’s essay “The Validity of the Witnesses’ Testimonies,”
in American Apocrypha, 79–121, he claims that the experiences of the Three and the Eight
Witnesses were merely “visionary” or “hallucinatory.” (In Vogel’s mind, the two terms are
synonymous.) In a single sentence of his second-to-last paragraph, however—perhaps (to
his credit) not fully persuaded by his own arguments—Vogel casually suggests that Joseph
Smith might possibly have constructed a set of bogus tin plates in order to facilitate his alleged deception (Vogel, “Validity,” 108).
99. An accessible presentation of this position by a German New Testament scholar
and atheist can be found in Paul Copan and Ronald Tacelli, eds., Jesus’ Resurrection: Fact
or Figment? A Debate between William Lane Craig and Gerd Lüdemann (Downers Grove,
Ill.: InterVarsity, 2000).
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same kinds of attacks he favors against Mormonism? Possibly not. Are
his advisors and his handlers at Signature Books innocent of that fact? I
doubt it very much.
Editor’s Picks
And now we come to that part of the editor’s introduction in
which, based on my own readings in the books themselves and in the
reviews, input from the other editors, the conﬁguration of the planets, and a careful inspection of the ﬂight patterns of migrating birds,
I oﬀer my picks of the books reviewed in this number. As I’ve noted
before, the decision as to whether or not to recommend a book is
quite ﬁrm; the consensus is always solid. How many asterisks to assign to each title, however, is a much more subjective matter. But we
try to get things “right,” hoping that these suggestions might be helpful to busy readers. Here, as always, is the scale that I use:
**** Outstanding, a seminal work of the kind that appears only
rarely
*** Enthusiastically recommended
** Warmly recommended
* Recommended
Of the books discussed in the present issue of the FARMS Review,
we feel that we can recommend the following:
*** Boyd Petersen, Hugh Nibley: A Consecrated Life
*** Clark Pinnock, Most Moved Mover: A Theology of God’s
Openness
** Paul Y. Hoskisson, ed., Historicity and the Latter-day Saint
Scriptures
* Robert V. Remini, Joseph Smith
I am grateful to the many people who have made this issue of
the FARMS Review possible. As always, we are primarily indebted
to the reviewers, whose only compensation is a gratis copy of a book
that they may or may not like. (And, if they happen already to have
owned the book, not even that.) Without them, the rest of us would
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have more time for solitaire and daytime television. My thanks go
to Kevin Christensen, Steve Mayﬁeld, Daniel B. McKinlay, and Cris
Robinson for helping me with various questions. Duane E. Jeﬀery, of
the Department of Integrative Biology at Brigham Young University,
and G. Bruce Schaalje, of the BYU Department of Statistics, provided
expert advice in response to speciﬁc articles. Noel B. Reynolds, executive director of Brigham Young University’s Institute for the Study
and Preservation of Ancient Religious Texts and of its FARMS subsidiary, and John M. Butler, at the National Institute of Standards
and Technology, reviewed the DNA-related essays (Butler in his
private capacity, it must be emphasized). Elizabeth W. Watkins, an
editor in the publications department of the Institute, rendered impressive, energetic, and, indeed, indispensable service in helping to
organize, solidify, and clarify our treatment of Amerindian DNA
and the Book of Mormon, as well as assisting with the articles on
Grant Palmer’s book and furnishing me with some very useful materials. Alison V. P. Coutts, assistant director of the Institute and its
director of publications, read through all the essays, oﬀering valuable comments, as did the Review’s two dedicated associate editors,
Louis C. Midgley and George L. Mitton. And, once again, Shirley S.
Ricks, the Review’s founding and continuing production editor, was
a helpful fellow reader, beyond preparing the whole thing for press
with her characteristic competence, insight, organization, and reliability. Angela Barrionuevo, Emily Ellsworth, Ellen Henneman, Paula
Hicken, Jennifer Messick, Deborah Peterson, Linda Sheﬃeld, David
Solarzano, and Sandra Thorne assisted in various tasks, and Jacob
Rawlins and Jeremy R. Bird typeset the Review.

Appendix

On Aping Aristotle:
Modern-day Simplicios
Glen M. Cooper

T

he anthropologist and geneticist Thomas Murphy has recently
been called the “Mormon Galileo,” and the controversy that his
DNA “research” has spawned has been labeled a “Galileo event.” The
implication is, of course, that the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints (and its member scientists) are just as benighted and corrupt as it is commonly thought the Roman Catholic Church was in
Galileo’s day—especially as manifest in its suppression of Galileo and
its (largely successful) campaign to squelch free intellectual inquiry in
Catholic lands. (Critics of the Church of Jesus Christ go one step further, by accusing the church of knowingly concealing potentially selfdestructive information about its history, scripture, or origin stories.)
The above comparison not only shows a noteworthy ignorance of
the facts, but is risible in the extreme. As a historian of science, I would
dismiss the whole business but for the fact that there is a relatively unknown similarity between the “Galileo aﬀair” and the “Murphy aﬀair”
that deserves discussion. For, in addition to Galileo and the institutional church, there was yet another group, strident and obnoxious, involved in the Galileo aﬀair, the group that was responsible for inciting
the trouble and pursuing it to its conclusion. Comparing the role of this
group in those epoch-deﬁning events to their analogue in the present
situation is where the real lesson of the Murphy aﬀair may be found.
It is a common misconception among those who understand little
about science or religion or their histories that there is an inherent

lxiv • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

conﬂict between science and religion and that clashes of the Galileo
or Murphy type are inevitable. Galileo did not believe that to be so,
and neither does (for example) Pope John Paul II, who has spoken
more than anyone I know for the cause of accord between science
and religion. And I sincerely doubt that many of the informed church
oﬃcials involved in the Galileo aﬀair thought so. The church was not
backward or benighted, but it was a large bureaucracy, with many interests that had to be reconciled. The work of Stillman Drake brought
to my attention the following new twist, revealing, in his words, “a
very important aspect of the entire Galileo aﬀair that has been generally neglected” but that “runs like a red thread through the whole
sad story from beginning to end.”¹ I highly recommend to Murphy’s
partisans, or anyone else who sincerely desires to know what really
happened to Galileo, that they read Drake’s scholarship.²
During the lifetime of Galileo, there were many new scientiﬁc
ideas and discoveries, some of which, such as the Copernican theory,
threatened the traditional theological understanding of the world.
Intelligent men, both inside and outside the church hierarchy, were
aware that the new discoveries conflicted with traditional understanding of passages of holy writ. But, as in other enormous institutions, change in the church of Rome often happens exasperatingly
slowly. Acutely aware of the threat, in 1615 Galileo himself wrote a
letter to church oﬃcials outlining how to reconcile the new ﬁndings
of science with the scriptures. He urged the church to take no oﬃcial
position regarding the Copernican theory. To bolster his argument,
Galileo cited Augustine’s sage advice against making an astronomical
doctrine an article of Catholic belief since heretics who know science
1. Stillman Drake, “Galileo and the Church,” Rivista di Studi Italiani 1/1 (1983): 82–97.
This quotation is from p. 155 of the reprint edition: Stillman Drake, Essays on Galileo and
the History and Philosophy of Science (Toronto: University of Toronto Press, 1999), 1:153–66.
2. Stillman Drake, Galileo at Work: His Scientiﬁc Biography (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1978); Galileo against the Philosophers (Los Angeles: Zeitlin & Ver Brugge,
1976); and Galileo (New York: Hill and Wang, 1980). In addition, the following work
by Giorgio de Santillana should be read: The Crime of Galileo (Chicago: University of
Chicago Press, 1955).
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well could use such knowledge to cast doubt on genuine religious
doctrines. In fact, as Drake argues, the actual purpose of Galileo’s
fateful trip to Rome in 1615 to meet with Cardinal Bellarmine—
traditionally thought to be for the purpose of battling for the cause of
truth—was to persuade the church not to take an oﬃcial position regarding any scientiﬁc issue. Yet by the next year the church was committed to just such a position. On the surface, both Galileo and the
theologians were in agreement about how truth is to be sought: by
“sense experience and necessary demonstration”—that is, by experiment and reasoned argumentation.
There was, however, a group of intellectuals—the academic philosophers—whose influence was disproportionate to their size or
actual understanding of the relevant issues. These men substituted
“doctrines from Aristotle” for “sense experience” in the above formula, and they followed a kind of a priori, prescriptive science by
which they sought to prove what they already believed rather than to
learn anything new about the way the world works.
As an example of the pernicious inﬂuence of this group, Drake asks
us to consider a court breakfast at the ducal palace in Tuscany that occurred in 1613 while Galileo was away. The ruling Medicis had invited
leading thinkers of their realm to discuss informally the major intellectual issues of the time. Cosimo Boscaglia, a professor of philosophy
at the University of Pisa, denounced Galileo in front of his Medicean
employers, accusing him of holding and teaching heretical ideas about
the motion of the earth. The Grand Duchess Christina, alarmed that
she might be patronizing a heretic, asked Benedetto Castelli, a theologian and former student of Galileo, to defend his teacher. Castelli
did so and reported the matter to Galileo, who promptly wrote to the
Grand Duchess a now-famous letter explaining his position on science
and scripture³—apparently to her satisfaction.
Drake notes the irony: a professor of philosophy pronounces on
the religious orthodoxy of a scientiﬁc proposition, something that he
3. Galileo Galilei, “Letter to the Grand Duchess Christina,” in Discoveries and
Opinions of Galileo, trans. Stillman Drake (New York: Doubleday, 1957), 145–216.
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almost certainly did not understand—few people at the time understood the mathematical astronomy of Copernicus—while a theologian,
who having studied with Galileo we must assume did understand,
speaks on its behalf. Boscaglia’s ungentlemanly conduct (it was
considered poor manners back then to say bad things about someone
to his employer) was not an impulsive remark, but the poisonous fruit
of a long-nourished enmity toward Galileo. For throughout his career
Galileo had oﬀended many traditionalists. He was fond of ridiculing
the foolish beliefs of the leading intellectuals and publicly humiliating
them in debates over everyday physical phenomena, such as why objects ﬂoat on water—subjects far removed from celestial physics.
In fact, in the previous year a “league” of Florentine and Pisan
philosophers had been formed against Galileo. This cabal hatched a
plan to thwart him in every way possible, and its members sought
a priest who would denounce him and his followers as heretics. Such a
priest was eventually found, and the notorious chain of events began
to unfold. In the subsequent trials and humiliation of Galileo, these
professors were only too willing to provide the church with incriminating evidence against Galileo. Galileo satirized these professors of
an ossiﬁed tradition in his great Dialogue concerning the Two Chief
World Systems, by putting their doctrines in the mouth of the interlocutor Simplicio (“Mr. Simpleton”).⁴
In the Murphy aﬀair, the role played by the philosophers is taken
by the self-styled intellectuals, the critics of the church and the Book of
Mormon. Murphy’s intellectual partisans provide what they take to be
damning “evidence” against the Church of Jesus Christ, just like their
spiritual forebears had done to Galileo. Yet, as in the former case, the
charges reveal a fundamental (and embarrassing) lack of understanding about the real issues. This vocal group is responsible for agitating the
situation and for providing a controversy-hungry media with material.
These “intellectuals” create conﬂict where there is none, at least none of
the grandiose kind they imagine. Just as with the Simplicios of Galileo’s
day, this group reveals its ignorance of both the relevant scientiﬁc and
4. Galileo Galilei, Dialogue concerning the Two Chief World Systems, Ptolemaic and
Copernican, trans. Stillman Drake (New York: Modern Library, 2001).
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religious issues. For such tyros, anything that sounds the least bit
“scientific” carries authority—never mind that Murphy has used
others’ scientiﬁc data in an unscientiﬁc fashion and that he is attacking a belief about the Book of Mormon—the global settlement
hypothesis—and not what the Book of Mormon says about itself.
The Church of Jesus Christ wisely takes no oﬃcial stand on controversial scientiﬁc issues, except where these bear upon moral issues
such as abortion and the family. And it seems that being an adherent of the faith is no hindrance to scientiﬁc endeavors. On the contrary, Latter-day Saints have produced scientists—some of whom
have achieved international recognition—out of proportion to their
numbers. The church has many respected scientists who are content
to live with a degree of intellectual uncertainty regarding apparent
conﬂicts between science and religion. In fact, practicing scientists
are in an excellent position to know where the gaps in our knowledge
are—where physics ends and metaphysics begins.
Yet, as ever, it is the “intellectuals” who stir the pot, whose ravings harm those who know even less than they do. Philosophers in
all ages, whether academically certiﬁed or merely self-styled, have
tried to legislate how others think, though they usually lack ﬁrsthand
expertise in the ﬁelds they seek to colonize intellectually. Philosophy
is a tool and not an end in itself. Such arrogance spelled trouble for
Socrates and led the aristocratic ivory-tower philosopher Plato to
denounce what would eventually develop into the university system
(I refer, of course, to the Sophists), oﬀering instead his otherworldly
who-knows-what. On the other hand, Aristotle, who in reality was
the founder of scientiﬁc inquiry, would have been horriﬁed had he
known that his writings would one day be used as an excuse to avoid
fresh investigations along with the new knowledge they might bring.
After all this, the Galileo aﬀair was not even about science versus
religion; it was, rather, about one kind of science versus another kind
of science—namely, philosophical versus experimental science. The
Murphy aﬀair is not about science versus religion either; rather, it is about
pseudoscience versus a caricatured religious text. If nothing else, it shows
how much inﬂuence modern-day Simplicios can have in the media.

Holding Fast to the Word:
A Review of Historicity and
the Latter-day Saint Scriptures
Keith H. Lane

I

t was probably inevitable that a need for a book like this would arise.
It is a valuable book and meets the challenges at hand. Let me explain. For the Christian world in general, the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries were not kind to traditional belief in the historicity of
the events recounted in scripture. Miraculous events from turning the
water to wine, walking on water, feeding the multitudes, and raising
the dead, to Christ’s resurrection have been dismissed or argued away
by those who have brought a completely naturalized worldview to the
Bible. Though the majority of Christians probably believe such events
actually occurred, the same cannot be said for many scholars, historians, or theologians of Christianity. Those who sought to judge the
teachings and practices of Christianity by the standards and values of
the Enlightenment clearly diminished the strength of Christian belief
and the role it plays in the lives of individuals.
It can only be expected, then, that such secularized scholarship
would ﬁnd its way into studies of Latter-day Saint scripture, belief, and
practice. A recent trend among a minority of writers has been to give
an alternative reading to Latter-day scripture, seeing, for example, the
Review of Paul Y. Hoskisson, ed. Historicity and the Latter-day
Saint Scriptures. Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 2001.
ix + 248 pp. $29.95.
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Book of Mormon as an elaborate parable or as a book containing a
meaningful ethics or theology, but whose characters and events have
no basis in history and whose origin is not what Joseph Smith claimed
it was.
Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures responds to the assertion that Latter-day Saint scripture could be in some sense meaningful even if the events and people mentioned in it were not actually real. The resounding response from those whose essays appear in
this collection is that it is crucial for Latter-day Saints to hold to the
historicity—historical authenticity—of scripture, while at the same
time insisting that scripture is more than mere history. And the clear
warning is that blindly following naturalism and the Enlightenment
when it comes to thinking about Latter-day Saint scripture will lead
to a diminished faith for Latter-day Saints.
Edited by Paul Y. Hoskisson, this book contains articles by Elder
Alexander B. Morrison, James E. Faulconer, John Gee and Stephen D.
Ricks, Paul Y. Hoskisson, Kent P. Jackson, Robert J. Matthews, Louis
Midgley, Robert L. Millet, Daniel C. Peterson, John S. Tanner, and
Elder Dallin H. Oaks. With the exception of the articles by Elder Oaks
and Faulconer, the presentations were part of a symposium held at
BYU in 1996. It will not be my aim here to comment on every article,
but to give an overview of many of the articles and to help the reader to
see the direction and the spirit of this volume.
Three of the articles (those by Jackson, Midgley, and Oaks)
deal directly with the question of the historicity of the Book of
Mormon—that is, whether the Book of Mormon is what it claims
to be and was received as Joseph claimed it was or, if its historicity
is in doubt, whether instead it could still be “true” in some moral or
theological sense if its historical contents were rejected or explained
away. Perhaps the assertion by these three contributors could be exempliﬁed by Elder Dallin H. Oaks’s statement in “The Historicity of
the Book of Mormon”:
There is something strange about accepting the moral or
religious content of a book while rejecting the truthfulness
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of its authors’ declarations, predictions, and statements. This
approach not only rejects the concepts of faith and revelation that the Book of Mormon explains and advocates, but it
is also not even good scholarship. (p. 241)
With characteristic insight, Elder Oaks points out what is at stake
here—the foundation of faith for Latter-day Saints. “The argument
that it makes no diﬀerence whether the Book of Mormon is fact or
fable is surely a sibling to the argument that it makes no diﬀerence
whether Jesus Christ ever lived” (p. 244). The other authors who deal
exclusively with the Book of Mormon oﬀer similar perspectives.
In his article “Joseph Smith and the Historicity of the Book of
Mormon,” Kent P. Jackson reviews carefully the witnesses to the historicity of the Book of Mormon. For instance, turning to Joseph Smith’s
account of the reception and translation of the Book of Mormon,
Jackson lays out the logical options: (1) Joseph deliberately deceived
others; (2) Joseph was deluded; (3) an angel appeared, but there were
no plates; (4) Joseph really received and translated plates, but what
the plates say regarding historicity is false; or (5) the account of the
Book of Mormon as traditionally held by believing Latter-day Saints
is true. Jackson similarly sets before his readers the logical options
with regard to what the Doctrine and Covenants says about the Book
of Mormon and to what the Three Witnesses and the Eight Witnesses
to the Book of Mormon claim to have seen and experienced.
Having reviewed Joseph’s claims and what the Book of Mormon,
the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Three and Eight Witnesses
say about the book, Jackson asks, “what credibility could any of
these sources have if the book is not historical?” (p. 137). All of this
comes to a question of what one could trust if there is not a historical
grounding for this book. Jackson directs his focus on the crux of the
matter:
Can the Book of Mormon indeed be “true,” in any sense,
if it lies repeatedly, explicitly, and deliberately regarding its
own historicity? Can Joseph Smith be viewed with any level
of credibility if he repeatedly, explicitly, and deliberately lied
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concerning the historicity of the book? Can we have any degree of conﬁdence in what are presented as the words of God
in the Doctrine and Covenants if they repeatedly, explicitly,
and deliberately lie by asserting the historicity of the Book of
Mormon? If the Book of Mormon is not what it claims to be,
what possible cause would anyone have to accept anything of
the work of Joseph Smith and The Church of Jesus Christ of
Latter-day Saints given the consistent assertions that the Book
of Mormon is an ancient text that describes ancient events?
(pp. 137–38)
The strength of Jackson’s article is in its careful and detailed reasoning about the issue and why Latter-day Saints must stand by the traditional account of the Book of Mormon.
Similarly, Louis Midgley, in “No Middle Ground: The Debate
over the Authenticity of the Book of Mormon,” focuses on the nontraditional belief that there are acceptable alternative explanations for
the Book of Mormon. Those advocating a so-called middle ground
will argue that the Book of Mormon is not an ancient book but that
Joseph Smith was also not a deceiver, that somehow he and the book
can still be held to be inspired, though the book is not a true record
of the past. Midgley observes that “these critics often do not understand why Latter-day Saints refuse to accept their essentially secular,
naturalistic explanations.” And while there may be a possible middle ground on many other issues, when it comes to the question of
whether Joseph was a prophet or whether the Book of Mormon is an
ancient text, “there is simply no possible middle ground . . . as Latterday Saints understand such matters” (p. 158).
What is signiﬁcant here is that the eﬀort to ﬁnd a middle ground
evades the central, inevitable question: Yes or no? Do you believe Joseph’s
account of receiving and translating the plates and that the book is what
it claims to be—an ancient record of a fallen people? Stated as such, the
question is not a historical or a scientiﬁc one; it is no wonder that the disinterested observer does not want to push that question but rather wants
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to foster thinking that will help people understand without having to
bring to the fore the real question—will you believe or not?
While it is understandable that non–Latter-day Saints might not
comprehend why the Saints hold so tenaciously to the traditional understanding, Midgley is rightly impatient with some Mormon philosophers and historians who urge Latter-day Saints to move away from
embarrassing claims of visions, appearances, translation of plates,
restorations of keys, and so on, toward a respectable theology. Such
thinkers want “to make a distinction between [the Book of Mormon’s]
historicity and its prophetic teachings” (p. 161). The move toward
theology, Midgley argues, is not consistent with scripture and revelation, particularly since theology, if it is not merely descriptive, borrows from philosophical categories and is founded on “a philosophical culture that sees only scandal in prophetic charisms” (p. 164).
The efforts of some historians and theologians to find a kind
of philosophical or historical certainty fail because of the tentative
and inconclusive nature of both philosophy and history. Such “will
not—cannot—provide certainty. . . . For me, and I believe for faithful Latter-day Saints generally, the accounts of the prophets and the
record of God’s mighty acts are suﬃcient for both the ground and the
content of faith. Faith is, after all, not merely believing something but
trusting God” (p. 165).
Beyond these three articles that deal speciﬁcally with the Book of
Mormon, many of the other articles deal with theological issues surrounding the question of historicity and Latter-day Saint understanding of scripture in general.
“Notes on History and Inerrancy” by Daniel C. Peterson confronts
those who “want us to believe that the scriptural stories can still be religiously meaningful even if they are purely ﬁctional” (p. 208). Peterson
acknowledges that in some instances this can be true and that “people
can ﬁnd life-orientational signiﬁcance in stories that did not actually
occur” (p. 209). The issue, of course, is the diﬀerence in meaning something will have if we assume it actually happened or if we believe it is
simply a meaning-giving mythology with no basis in history. And with
foundational issues, this is all-important. As Peterson says, “it matters
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very much whether the story of Christ really happened as the Gospels
say it did” (p. 208). Why?—because, for instance “if the purpose of the
story of Jesus’ resurrection is to illustrate divine love or the triumph of
good over evil, but Jesus did not in fact rise from the grave, God actually looks worse or less powerful than if the story had not been told at
all” (p. 210). Indeed, it seems that a Christ ﬁgure triumphant only symbolically over death—perhaps one whose message of love is resurrected
in the hearts of his followers when he dies—is very diﬀerent from a living Christ truly triumphant over death and hell.
Peterson makes a similar connection with the Book of Mormon:
taking this as “an authentic record of a real God’s genuine interventions and self-disclosures in literal history is a very diﬀerent thing
from [taking] the Book of Mormon as a fictional expression of a
nineteenth-century farm boy’s touching faith in such an intervening
and self-disclosing God” (p. 211).
Robert L. Millet’s “The Historical Jesus: A Latter-day Saint Perspective” traces certain nineteenth- and twentieth-century movements toward a naturalization of the life of Jesus and the eﬀorts to
ﬁnd a scientiﬁc and historical understanding of who Jesus was and
what he taught. Millet examines brieﬂy the movements’ focus on various forms of biblical criticism—historical, textual (both higher and
lower), form criticism, and redaction. In one way or another, these
approaches to the Bible seek to ﬁnd out what “really” happened in
the events recounted in the Gospels and what Jesus really did or did
not say. All of this, Millet shows, leads to these key questions:
To what degree can we trust the canonical Gospels in
regard to what Jesus said and did? Has the Christian Church
transformed a lowly Nazarene into a God? Is it possible to
tear away the faithful film of believing tradition and get
back to the way things really were? Can we excise from the
biblical text those theological perspectives that preclude an
“accurate” view of Jesus? Indeed, the question of the ages is,
“What think ye of Christ?” (Matt 22:42). (pp. 185–86)
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Millet goes on to assert that indeed Christ is exactly who both he
and the Gospels claim he is: “the literal Son of God, the Only
Begotten Son in the ﬂesh of the Eternal Father” (p. 186).
Millet argues that those who have followed the aforementioned
modes of biblical criticism have, in most cases, simply denied anything supernatural, not allowing in the Gospel accounts such fundamental things as “prophecy, revelation, and divine intervention”
(p. 186). Such a view simply cannot make room for these things, and
we ought not to be surprised at the conclusions that biblical criticism
alone leaves us.
Millet goes on to show what help the restored gospel oﬀers us in
these issues and how the revelations “attest to the person and powers
of Jesus of Nazareth and conﬁrm that the Jesus of history is in fact the
Christ of faith” (p. 190). He also adds (and this is a crucial addition)
that “The ﬁnal great test is the test of the spirit, the test of individual
revelation, with the assurance that all can know” (p. 190).
Addressing many of the same issues as Millet (namely those
arising from the Enlightenment and its emphasis on the natural
and scientiﬁc as well as its virtual dismissal of other ways of knowing), Paul Y. Hoskisson deals with the need for historicity, both in
developing faith and in establishing obligation. Hoskisson sets out
to show why critics “are wrong when they contend that historicity
is not necessary to develop scriptural faith” and why it is right to
maintain that “the historicity of certain central, scriptural events is
necessary for there to be substance to our faith” (p. 101).
Before turning his attention to the relation of history and historical obligation, Hoskisson clariﬁes several things with respect to the
issue of historicity and faith for the Latter-day Saints. First, “we believe that central scriptural events must be historical, but we do not
require historical evidence in order to develop our faith” (p. 101).
Second, though Latter-day Saints maintain the historicity of scripture, “we have no need to assert the inerrancy or all-inclusive nature
of scripture, and therefore we do not feel the need to defend every
tittle, jot, word, or phrase” (p. 103). Third, Latter-day Saints do not
need to “accept or reject in its totality the historicity of all scripture,”
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though it is clear that some parts of scripture “require historicity in
order to add content to our faith” (p. 103).
Hoskisson then shows how the Enlightenment and the move
to rationality gradually established reason as “a supplement to revelation, [and] began to replace it as the path to knowledge of God”
(p. 105). Hoskisson shows how a tenacious holding to the terms and
methods of the Enlightenment leads repeatedly to conclusions such
as Strauss’s—he “denied the miraculous elements in the history of
Christ while trying to maintain a belief in the man Jesus” (p. 109).
Hoskisson maintains that Latter-day Saints are in a position not to
be fooled by the premises of the Enlightenment and to then see why
they ought to hold to the historicity of scripture.
Scripture’s historicity is bound up, Hoskisson argues, with historical obligation. For instance, if Jesus was not actually baptized,
then no requirement can be laid on us. “If, on the other hand, Christ
Himself was baptized, then we cannot escape its necessity and must
also be baptized” (p. 113). Similar claims can be made about other
events from the many acts of Christ, to the covenant made with
Abraham and the sacriﬁce required of him, to the death and resurrection of Christ. Take away their historicity and you take away the
obligation that comes with them. At the same time, such a move
takes away that which gives “content in our doctrine, substance to
our faith, and reason for our hope” (p. 116).
Two of the best articles in helping Latter-day Saints understand
what scripture is are those by John S. Tanner and James E. Faulconer.
In “The World and the Word: History, Literature, and Scripture,”
Tanner argues that “scripture has textual as well as historical dimensions, and these twin aspects of scripture are not necessarily in
opposition,” and that careful reading of scripture “should give due
weight to both the historicity and textuality of the word of God”
(p. 217). While being cognizant of the historicity and textuality of
scripture, Tanner reminds us that the right way to read scripture “is
neither as history nor as literature alone, but as scripture” (p. 218,
emphasis added). Scripture has the literary and historical aspects,
but its aim and nature are something higher:
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Scripture is best regarded as testament. Testaments are, to be
sure, essentially and overwhelmingly historiographic, written
by prophets and telling of events which not only can be coordinated with time and space but which often order and give
meaning to time and space. At the same time, testaments are
also the record of testators or witnesses, whose purpose is
not merely to record facts but to bear witness. (p. 222)
If we view scripture as testament, we will neither dismiss its historicity nor deny its textuality but will take all of these into account along
with what scripture is bearing witness to and what it is asking us to
believe and do.
Tanner goes on to show a number of potential dangers in some
literary approaches to scriptures that “regularly downplay or deny
its historicity” (p. 225) and in approaches that are too literalistic and
may “miss the point by undervaluing the literary” (p. 226). To exemplify a proper reading that does not get weighed down by historical
literacy but that is informed by appreciation for the literary, Tanner
turns to the allegory of the olive tree. Here he shows how much richer
this work becomes when read beyond a mere correlating of incidents
in the parable with actual history. As Tanner observes, “We are meant
to learn more and to feel more. . . . For if we let the symbols work on
our hearts, as well as inform our minds, we will feel truths that apply
not only to particular historical moments but to all times, all places,
and all people” (pp. 233–34).
In a similar way, Faulconer addresses the historical and the ﬁgurative,
the real and the symbolic in scripture. His “Scripture as Incarnation” is
perhaps the most innovative of the articles in this volume, opening up
fertile ground for thought and deeper understanding. The article, though
not obtuse, is complex and takes real eﬀort to plumb its depths. But it is
worth such eﬀort. Faulconer points to a richer way of understanding and
approaching scripture (and ritual) than the general modern worldview
allows.
Faulconer argues that the scriptures are indeed historical but
that our modern notions of history do not account for what those
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who wrote scripture (the premoderns) meant by history. We need,
therefore, to be cautious about looking at scripture historically, not
because there is no historicity, but because what history was for the
premoderns seems to be something different than for moderns.
“Thus, diﬃculties occur when, with the onset of modernism, scripture becomes, like any other book, something that is understood
merely referentially, and religion ceases to be thought of as the ordering power of the world and becomes one sphere of interest among
many” (p. 34). The claim here is not that modern history is bad, but
that to view scripture merely in modern historical terms is to miss
what scripture should be and the richness it has to oﬀer. Those who
wrote scripture had a broader and more religiously meaningful conception of history—a history that included the divine and was given
its fundamental meaning by the divine.
For the modern mind, there are the “actual events” and then
the words of scripture that refer to those events. For the ancients,
scripture had a diﬀerent purpose rather than simply as a reference.
“Instead of referring to the divine as do ordinary signs, the words of
scripture are an embodiment of the divine, an incarnation; they embody the divine order of that to which, on a modern view, they seem
only to refer” (p. 38).
Faulconer asserts that scripture speaks of “real people and real
events” but that “premodern interpreters do not think it sufficient
(or possible) to portray the real events of real history without letting
us see them in the light of that which gives them their signiﬁcance—
their reality, the enactment of which they are part—as history, namely
the symbolic order that they incarnate” (p. 44). For the premodern
a “literal history”—a history by the letter—“necessarily incorporates
and reveals [a divine] order. Any history that does not incorporate
it is incomplete and, therefore, inaccurate” (p. 45). Furthermore, distinguishing between the literal and ﬁgurative (though such categories
are not totally obliterated) is not as problematic for the premoderns.
For them, “reading the story of Moses and Israel typologically, ﬁgurally, anagogically, or allegorically is not what one does instead of or
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in addition to reading literally. Such readings are part and parcel of a
literal reading” (p. 48).
Faulconer ends his paper by suggesting that most Latter-day
Saints already read scripture as giving us a symbolic ordering—an
incarnation—of the divine, though they may not speak of it in those
terms. “Nevertheless, it remains possible not only to continue to
read scripture as incarnational rather than merely referential, but to
do so more explicitly than we have done” (p. 49).
My overview of these articles should be enough to give readers
a sense of the purpose of this book and the strength of the articles in
it. It is a timely book and helpful in clarifying why Latter-day Saints
hold fast to the historicity of scripture. Of course, what is said here
may seem obvious to most Latter-day Saints who believe and have a
witness of the Spirit. Nevertheless, this book is helpful in giving us
better ways to think and talk about these issues. And it is certainly
helpful in showing Latter-day Saints and others that there are intelligent, educated people who believe in Christ and his historicity, and
in scripture (ancient and latter-day) and its historicity.
Ultimately, for me, and I think for the authors of this book, the
question of the historicity of Latter-day scripture is not solely or primarily historical. That is, it is not a question that can or should be
answered with historical evidence alone. To raise the question of historicity of scripture is to ask a question that includes more than the
historical. It is an issue for faith, one that is settled—as several of the
authors point out—by prayer and revelation. Though one may want
to study something out historically, and though one may ﬁnd historical evidence that conﬁrms, but does not prove, the scriptures, that
historical search will not settle the matter. It is ﬁrst and last a question for faith. I do not ﬁnd the Book of Mormon to be true because I
have found its historicity to be true, but rather I take the historicity to
be true because I have received a witness that the Book of Mormon is
true—and “true” here includes its historicity.
The philosopher Ludwig Wittgenstein saw the issue of scripture
and historicity with uncanny insight:
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Christianity is not based on a historical truth; rather, it
oﬀers us a (historical) narrative and says: now believe! But
not, believe this narrative with the belief appropriate to a
historical narrative, rather: believe, through thick and thin,
which you can do only as the result of a life. Here you have
a narrative, don’t take the same attitude to it as you take to
other historical narratives! Make a quite different place in
your life for it.—There is nothing paradoxical about that!¹
When Wittgenstein says Christianity is not founded on a historical
truth, he is not commenting on the historicity of Jesus or the resurrection but rather on the nature of historical truth and the nature of
religious truth. Religious truth (Latter-day Saints might say “revealed
truth”) is in a diﬀerent category and learned in a diﬀerent way than
historical truth. While the resurrection is historical, as a believer I do
not receive my witness of it, nor form my attitudes toward it, through
the categories of history. To paraphrase Christ’s response to Peter:
ﬂesh and blood (history) does not reveal this, but the Father which
is in heaven. A proclamation such as “Christ is risen” or a testimony
that the Book of Mormon is true or that the keys of the kingdom of
God were restored to Joseph Smith is rife with historicity (they really
happened), but such statements are diﬀerent from and more than historical claims. They are, as Tanner notes of scripture, testimonies. The
philosopher Søren Kierkegaard called such statements “existence communications”²—that is, communications that require the receiver to
respond with one’s soul: to believe and follow, or to disbelieve and not
follow. What such communications do not allow is that one can hedge
on what is being communicated and try to change it into something
more intellectually or culturally acceptable. In other words, one can1. Ludwig Wittgenstein, Culture and Value, trans. Peter Winch (Chicago: University
of Chicago Press, 1980), 32e, emphasis in original.
2. See Søren Kierkegaard, Concluding Unscientiﬁc Postscript, trans. David F. Swenson
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1941). This is one of the best philosophical treatments of the relation of history and Christianity, and Latter-day Saints would be proﬁted
by reading this long, challenging, but tremendously insightful work.
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not go about spiritualizing away the resurrection or making the Book
of Mormon true only in the sense that it teaches great ideas so as to
make one’s acceptance of such things easier to bear, relying on human
reason and wisdom alone without faith and revelation. Such is a nonreligious response to what requires a religious response—that is, a response that requires one’s life, a whole-souled response to the divine.
The authors in this important volume see what is at stake here and
will not allow for either a diminishing of the claims of latter-day scripture or a lessening of what scripture demands of every individual—
faith and obedience, including an already submissive response in our
acceptance of scripture and the claims scripture makes.

Confusion of Tongues and a Map
Brant Gardner

I

n a much thinner book on the geography of the Book of Mormon
than Mapping the Book of Mormon, John L. Sorenson listed what he
considered the most important aspects of deﬁning a geography of the
Book of Mormon:
•
•
•
•
•
•

The overall conﬁguration of the lands
Topography (land surfaces) and hydrography (streams,
lakes, and seas)
Distances and directions
Climate, ecology, economy, and population
The distribution of the civilization
Nephite history in geographical perspective¹

While Sorenson’s geography spends time on how a candidate geography must meet these requirements in relation to the text, Robert A. Pate
deals with such topics only tangentially. As Pate notes at the beginning of
his work: “One evening, while looking through a local bookstore, I saw
all the books speculating on the location of Book of Mormon cities and
1. John L. Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000), 15.

Review of Robert A. Pate. Mapping the Book of Mormon: A
Comprehensive Geography of Nephite America. Salt Lake City: Pate
Family, 2002. xvi + 509 pp., with appendixes, references, and indexes. $19.95.
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lands. I asked myself, ‘Do I really want to add another book to this collection?’ How can I say, ‘this book is diﬀerent’?” (p. 6).
Pate’s answer to creating a diﬀerent geography was to base the
bulk of his geographic analysis on toponyms (place names) that he
reconstructs from the modern world back to Book of Mormon names
from which he believes they derived. Rather than building a geography rooted in physical interrelationships, he roots his analysis in
similarity of sounds. He does deal with relative spatial relationships,
but mostly as an indication of where to begin looking for the next
toponym. In his introduction, he lays out the basic logic of his task:
Take a moment to look at this list of words: Yie Lu Sai
Leng, E Ru Sa Re Mu, Gerusalame, and Orshaleem. Do you
recognize the city to which all of these names apply? They
are all names that refer to the city of Jerusalem. We know
where Jerusalem is, regardless of the name we use for it, because there is a thread of continuity that has existed from
the beginning of that city to the present day.
We would expect that Zarahemla likewise had a thread
of continuity that has existed since its beginning to the present day. Unfortunately, that thread has been disturbed in certain signiﬁcant ways, and, as outsiders, we have not been a
part of either the thread or its disruptions. Our challenge is
to go back and ﬁnd where it was broken and where the esoteric pieces now lay. (pp. 8–9)
In contrast to Pate’s expectations, the persistence of a toponym
typically relates to a continuous occupation of that location. We
know where Jerusalem is because it has had a continuous occupation. However, other locations do not have this advantage. William H.
Stiebing describes the problem for the Bible:
Correlating archaeological sites with places known
from ancient texts is also not always a sure thing. Cities like
Jerusalem, Athens, and Rome have remained occupied since
antiquity, so their locations are not in question. But the sites
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of many other places must be determined from clues found
in ancient written material, and sometimes there are two or
three possible archaeological sites for a given town or city.
Archaeological excavation occasionally solves such disputes
by uncovering on a site written evidence of its ancient identity. But the locations of many ancient cities known from
texts remain debatable.²
In the case of Mesoamerica, our problem is further complicated
by the designations of popular archaeological sites that do not have
the advantage of continuous occupation. Only in the last twenty years
have we come to recognize that Mutal is the name used by those who
lived on the site we now know as Tikal. With the historical variability
of place names and the clear evidence that some very important ones
did not survive, it becomes a tenuous methodology to base a geography on place names rather than on topographical interrelationships
that do not change over time.
Nevertheless, Pate has armed himself with some maps of Central
America, an impressive number of dictionaries of linguistically unrelated languages, and some basic understandings of language that he
uses to retie the broken threads. He has selected the same basic area
of the world as most serious scholars of Book of Mormon geography
have done, so he certainly begins in the right place and guarantees
that something in the area he has selected might have some connection to the Book of Mormon, as other geographies demonstrate more
completely.
As Pate begins to add his new perspective to the task, he does
bring some important insights to his work. He certainly understands
the important distinction between phonology (the way we pronounce
words) and orthography (the way we choose to represent those
sounds when we write them). Pate recognizes, and depends on, the
fact that orthography does not always cleanly represent phonology.
2. William H. Stiebing Jr., Out of the Desert? Archaeology and the Exodus/Conquest
Narratives (Buﬀalo: Prometheus Books, 1989), 34.
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We can easily observe this problem in English with George Bernard
Shaw’s well-known phonetic spelling of “ﬁsh” as ghoti. You simply use
the gh from tough, the o from women, and the ti from nation. The
English orthography represents those sounds, but obviously only
in certain words. Regardless of the letters used to represent “ﬁsh,” it
is pronounced the same whether written ﬁsh or, more whimsically,
ghoti. Orthography is less constant than phonology.
Pate is even acquainted with some of the more interesting phonemes of certain languages. He speaks frequently of the glottal stop,
which is the closure of the glottis to stop sound. We make a silent
glottal stop when we say “uh oh.” The break between the two words
is a glottal stop. In English it is accidental, but in many languages it
functions as a consonant and makes a diﬀerence between two words
in which one is pronounced with the glottal stop and the other without. It can occur at the beginning of words, in the middle, or at the
end. Pate is even aware that many orthographic systems have trouble
with the glottal stop and represent it in diﬀerent ways (such as a g, h,
or even t).
He also understands that languages change over time and that
words can shift in their phonology. He uses all this information to
piece together these threads that will tie modern toponyms back to
their “original” Book of Mormon names.
Unfortunately, Pate’s understanding of these important linguistic
features is superﬁcial at best, and he misses the more rigorous understanding of how languages change, how they relate to each other, and,
in particular, how sounds can shift. Without a reading knowledge of
any of the languages he analyzes (save English and Spanish), he ends
up with a confusion of tongues that rivals the aftermath of the Tower
of Babel.
The foundation of Pate’s New World geography is the identiﬁcation of Kaminaljuyú as the “thread” that leads back to the Book of
Mormon’s Ammonihah. This initial “discovery” anchors the rest of
the geography—it is of such importance that his argument should be
quoted:
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Sorenson postulates that Kaminaljuyú was a likely site
for the land of Nephi. But if one makes an effort to pronounce that name with the appropriate Spanish twist, it
comes out something close to Ka-mi-nal-who-you. Dropping
the leading K, which may have been nothing more than an
orthographer’s way of spelling the sound associated with a
glottal closure on a leading a, the sound is A-mi-nal-whoyou. And, given the tendencies in Mesoamerican orthography as discussed previously, this sound is very close to
Ammonihah, the great city in the Book of Mormon that
Alma 8 describes as being three days’ journey north of
Melek, a land west of the river Sidon by the borders of the
wilderness. This was not in the land of Nephi. (p. 55)
This discovery that Sorenson’s geography misses the land of
Nephi entirely will cause Pate’s geography to slide south on the map.
Without discussing any of Sorenson’s geographic and archaeological reasons to place his geography where he did, Pate uses these
toponymic threads to reconceptualize the geography of the Book
of Mormon. The problems with his correlations begin with this
anchoring discovery.
The ﬁrst analytical problem is the blithe dropping of the initial K.
Because this is crucial to his analysis, I will cite his train of thought in
full:
Dropping the leading K is appropriate as explained
in the American Heritage Dictionary, which shows the
Phoenician, Greek, Roman, Medieval, and Modern characters at the beginning of each alphabetical section. Under the
letter a there are three diﬀerent Phoenician symbols all of
which look like the letter k. This quote follows:
Around 1000 BC the Phoenicians and the other
Semitic peoples began to use graphic signs to represent individual sounds instead of syllables or words.
They used a symbol in the forms [of k] to represent
a consonant, the glottal stop, and called it ’aleph, the
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word of “ox,” which begins with a glottal stop (represented in modern transliteration by ’). Adapting the
Phoenician alphabet, the Greeks, who did not have
a glottal stop sound in their language, used ’aleph
to represent the sound of the vowel “a.” They also
changed its shape [to a symbol like the current capital
A] and altered its name to ’alpha. (American Heritage
Dictionary 1976, 65).
To understand what a glottal stop is, one need merely say
the English word ox and keep track of the three vocal motions, aw-ka-ss. The middle motion, ka, is the glottal closure
found in the Semitic and Mesoamerican languages.
Thus, not only is dropping the k on Kaminaljuyú justiﬁed, it is a piece of evidence linking the origins of names like
Kaminaljuyú and Ammonihah to the Phoenician/Semitic origins indicated in the Book of Mormon. (pp. 55–56)
Pate does not understand the diﬃculty of porting the information about the glottal stop from one orthographic system to another
time and place. The issue is not whether anyone else might have
used a K as a representation of an initial glottal stop, but whether the
Spanish orthographic system did so. It did not. The Spanish orthographic system does have the expected difficulty of representing a
sound in a system that has no symbol for that sound, but the variability does not show up with an initial glottal stop, but rather with the
internal or terminal glottal stops. The most typical treatment of an
initial glottal stop would be to leave it oﬀ entirely since most of the
Spanish fathers did not hear the glottal stop when they wrote their
grammars and dictionaries. From the very beginning of his analysis,
we are on shaky linguistic grounds, and there is no compelling reason
to assume that the initial K represented a glottal stop. Second, there is
no reason to posit the addition of a glottal stop to Ammonihah, assuming that the English orthography of that word does not include a
silent (and unrepresented) glottal stop.
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We then have the rather interesting nonanalysis of the change of
the rest of the word from –aminaljuyu to –ammonijah (to attempt to
use the same orthography for both). We have only one syllable that
is precisely the same, and that one is the same only because of the
excision of the leading K. There is no easy way to use the rules of
phonological change to alter the ﬁrst group of syllables into the second. To cover this lack of speciﬁc analysis, Pate simply refers to the
previous explanation of “Mesoamerican” orthographic tendencies.
That earlier discussion (on pp. 28–30) relies heavily on evidence from
Nahuatl, a language unrelated to the Mayan language from which the
name Kaminaljuyú stems, and is not a linguist’s description of that
language.³ In spite of a complete misunderstanding of the linguistics involved, he nevertheless uses his analysis as the keystone for a
new geographic orientation: “Assuming we have correctly identiﬁed
the location of Ammonihah, the mappings of Palmer (1987), Hauck
(1988), and Sorenson (1989, 2000) can be adjusted into a new frame
of reference” (p. 57).
Languages do change phonetically over time. A parent language
can split into daughter languages that retain similarities to the parent
language but are still distinct languages from other language genealogies. Historical linguistics is the discipline that reconstructs these parent languages from the evidence of the sound shifts that have marked
the divisions into the daughter languages. Linguists trace these shifts
because there are known ways in which sounds change over time. The
reconstruction of the parent language begins by looking at the forms
3. Pate argues for Nahuatl: “Note the disproportionate number of words starting
with the letter t. Their language includes the letters l and u, but no words starting with
those letters are found in their dictionary. Instead, words that would otherwise start with
l are spelled starting with t. Thus Laman would have been written Tlaman, or possibly
tlamani, which means ‘captor or hunter’ (a lamanite [sic] in Nahuatl?)” (pp. 29–30). Pate
appears to be noting the occurrence of the tl cluster in Nahuatl and assuming an inability
to pronounce initial l sounds. He does not understand that this cluster is a speciﬁc single
sound in Nahuatl, written with two letters. It is similar to the ch cluster in English and
other languages using the Roman alphabet. The ch similarly denotes a single sound even
though it is written with two letters. Pate uses his analysis to add and subtract initial t’s at
will, with no understanding of the reconstructed time-depth of the words he alters.
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in the daughter language and by positing the way the original would
have to have sounded in order to produce the daughter words. This
is a technical and very rigorous process, but it is not the process Pate
uses. Armed with dictionaries of languages he does not know and a
vivid imagination, he lays out the geography of the Book of Mormon
on the maps of modern archaeological sites based on his declaration
of the similarity of the names. Nothing indicates an understanding
that many of the languages he cites are completely unrelated to one
another. Nevertheless, he frequently uses words in one language to
“interpret” phonemes in an unrelated language. The most common
linguistic problem of this type is his heavy use of Nahuatl in reconstructing the threads that lead to Book of Mormon names. Nahuatl is
related to other languages in the American Southwest but not to languages indigenous to Mesoamerica. Nahuatl speakers migrated south
into Mesoamerica after the end of the Book of Mormon period, yet
Pate asserts that Nahuatl derives from the Hebrew spoken by Lehi’s
family.⁴
As this process plays out through the nearly ﬁve hundred pages
of this book, meanings in one language are grafted onto the same syllables in another. Unrelated languages are used to explain or deﬁne
each other. Languages that did not occur in the same place at the
same time are used as proofs of the Book of Mormon. Pate’s lack of
expertise with the languages he is using leads to some diﬃcult readings. As an example, Pate uses the same word in Nahuatl in two different ways in his text.
In the first instance, Pate finds that the Toltecs worshiped
Jehovah:
4. Pate misses the opportunity to support his hypothesis with a stronger linguistic case by neglecting to cite Brian Stubbs’s work on reconstructing Hebrew in the UtoAztecan family. Brian Stubbs, “Elements of Hebrew in Uto-Aztecan: A Summary of the
Data” (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1988). While Stubbs’s argument is essentially the same as
Pate’s, it is argued on much more solid linguistic grounds. However, there is no wide acceptance of this hypothesis by linguists, and it certainly does not ﬁt the way in which Pate
uses his sound correspondences.
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The very next paragraph in Sahagún’s work says: “To
them went speaking the one they worshiped.” This is then
followed by footnote 95, which states:
Following quimoteutia (worshiped), the Acad.
Hist. MS contains this statement, which has been
crossed out: yehoã tlayacana y tolteca ca yzxquich
yea in acico y chichimecatlalli ipã aocmo vel molnamiq’ y quezqui xivitl neneque. . . .
Note that the next word after worshiped is yehoã, which
is clearly recognizable as the Hebrew name Jehovah, or
Yahweh. (pp. 80–81)
Because Pate does not read Nahuatl, he uses his sound-alike
sense to render yehoa as Jehovah. However, one who reads the language recognizes it as the word for “he.” Because Pate is not really familiar with Spanish orthography, even though he has some awareness
of it, he does not notice when he again misuses this same word.
Sahagún says that the Toltecas were dispersed all over
the region. He mentions some wonderful devices that were
entrusted to this people. The Nahuatl text says, ca ie vel iehoan intlatqui. Remembering that Sahagún had difficulty
separating words, it is interesting to note the letters liehoan
in this text. They are quite similar to liahona. (p. 426)
It should be emphatically stated that Sahagún had no such difﬁculty in separating words, particularly when the words were so familiar to him. The words yehoã and iehuan are diﬀerent spellings of
the same sound,⁵ and Sahagún simply would not miss the phonetic
boundaries around such a familiar word. The creative rebreaking of
the words to make something that looks like it sounds like Liahona is
simply incorrect.
5. The initial y and i before the e are two diﬀerent attempts to represent the same
initial sound. The y sound is more understandable for English readers, but Spanish orthography used both. The ã is an abbreviation, and the tilde represents the unwritten n
sound. This is a frequent aspect of the Spanish writing system.
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Pate’s inexperience with his material extends beyond linguistics.
As part of his discussion of the name Nephi, he uses visual evidence
from the Codex Aubin. The graphic is reproduced on page 389 of his
text so we can follow his explanations. Pate identiﬁes the four ﬁgures
as Laman, Lemuel, Sam, and Nephi (on the far right). Even though
Pate recognizes that “Nephi” is dressed in a skirt (he explicitly notes
a character on “Nephi’s skirt”), he fails to notice that the ﬁgure is female. While many might similarly miss the visual clues, no one accustomed to drawings of Aztec men and women could fail to notice
not only the clothing, but also the rather distinctive female hairstyle.
Needless to say, there is little chance that a picture of a woman would
represent Nephi.
Pate’s examination of Book of Mormon geography is exhaustive,
and the language similarities arrive on almost every one of the book’s
nearly 466 pages. Interspersed with the phonetic legerdemain are references to historical documents that are handled in a similar fashion without any understanding of the time depth of the cultures and
events depicted. Mapping the Book of Mormon is a monument to one
man’s faith and excitement of discovery. It can be read as a very long
and complex testimony. Unfortunately, it cannot be read for solid information on toponyms, languages, or cultural history.

Prolegomena to the DNA Essays
Daniel C. Peterson

T

he quotation from Hugh Nibley that serves as the epigraph for my
overall introduction to this number of the FARMS Review bears
repeating. “The normal way of dealing with the Book of Mormon ‘scientiﬁcally,’” he wrote in 1967, “has been ﬁrst to attribute to the Book of
Mormon something it did not say, and then to refute the claim by scientiﬁc statements that have not been proven.”¹
Thirty-seven years later, Professor Nibley’s words still ring true.
The Book of Mormon mentions the migration of three small colonies from the Old World to the New. Two of them consisted of Israelites
who migrated to the Americas soon after 600 b.c. One of these is described rather extensively; of the other, we are told virtually nothing.²
The third migration, much earlier, originated in Mesopotamia.
In his 2002 essay “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,”
Thomas Murphy argues that, since evidence from current scientiﬁc
studies of molecular DNA has been interpreted as showing an almost exclusively Asiatic genetic inheritance for Native Americans, the
1. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS,
1988), 214. The ﬁrst edition appeared in 1967.
2. So sketchy are the details, in fact, that one prominent writer has suggested, rather
intriguingly, that the “Mulekite” claim of a royal origin in Jerusalem may have been concocted by a Mesoamerican ethnic group of quite non-Israelite derivation in order to curry
favor with the culturally ascendant Nephites. See Orson Scott Card, A Storyteller in Zion
(Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1993), 31–33.
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Book of Mormon is almost certainly not true, and that, accordingly,
its claims to historicity should be abandoned.³ “So far,” notes Murphy,
“DNA has lent no support to the traditional Mormon beliefs about
the origins of Native Americans. Instead, genetic data have conﬁrmed
that migrations from Asia are the primary source of American Indian
origins.”⁴ “To date,” he says, drawing upon the published research of
geneticists pursuing entirely unrelated research goals and pressing it
into service for what has clearly become a personal crusade against
the doctrine and ethos of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints, “no intimate genetic link has been found between ancient
Israelites and indigenous Americans.”⁵
As Murphy and his fellow DNA-inspired critics depict the situation, however, instead of taking the rational course of abandoning
belief in historical Nephites and Lamanites, some Latter-day Saint
scholars now oﬀer desperate revisionist explanations. These include
the idea that events in the Book of Mormon occurred in a limited
region of Mesoamerica and that Native Americans, or Amerindians,
whom Latter-day Saints have associated with the Lamanites, are not
exclusively Israelite but likely include among their ancestry those of
other origins. These explanations, the critics argue, contradict both
the revelations of Joseph Smith and long-held traditional views, even
authoritative doctrines, about the Book of Mormon.
Still, in a just-published article in Dialogue, Thomas Murphy
claims that defenders of the Book of Mormon are slowly, inexorably,
being dragged by the sheer force of reality and science toward his own
position. According to Murphy,
An apparent consensus on some central issues of debate
about the Book of Mormon appears to be emerging. Most
Book of Mormon scholars today, including those associated
3. Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American
Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 47–77.
4. Ibid., 47–48.
5. Ibid., 48.

Peterson, Prolegomena to the DNA Essays • 27

with FAIR and FARMS, reject a literal reading of the Book of
Mormon and “agree that Nephites and Lamanites never actually rode horses, traveled in chariots, used steel swords, raised
cattle, or ate wheat.” We basically agree that the English text
of the Book of Mormon does not accurately describe the ﬂora
and fauna of ancient America in Central America or elsewhere. We agree that the population growth attested in the
Book of Mormon is mathematically impossible for groups of
the size and make-up described in the text and that the descriptions of distances traveled in the scripture are not consistent with a population that spread to “cover the face of the
whole earth” on the American continents “from the sea south
to the sea north, from the sea west to the sea east” (see Hel.
3:8). We agree that ethnonyms like Lamanite from the Book
of Mormon can have social and political meanings, in addition to genealogical ones. We have reached a virtual consensus that the traditional interpretation of the Book of Mormon
as the history of the American Indians has been thoroughly
discredited by the discoveries of anthropology, biology, and
history. Thus, we would seem to agree that the teachings
about Israelite and Lehite ancestry of American Indians
espoused by every LDS prophet since Joseph Smith must
necessarily be disregarded as incorrect.⁶
Intriguingly, though, this supposed consensus is (excepting a
brief allusion to Helaman 3:8) expressed entirely in the language of
Thomas Murphy. Not a single footnote connects Murphy’s assertions
to any publication of either FAIR or FARMS. Even the passage that
Murphy cites, according to which his opponents “agree that Nephites
and Lamanites never actually rode horses, traveled in chariots, used
steel swords, raised cattle, or ate wheat,” quotes nobody at either
FAIR or FARMS. Instead, the quotation comes from an earlier essay
6. Thomas Murphy, “Simply Implausible: DNA and a Mesoamerican Setting for the
Book of Mormon,” Dialogue 36/4 (2003): 111.
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by Thomas Murphy himself, in which—much in the manner of the
Idaho-based anti-Mormon James Spencer—he speaks for his targets,
who evidently cannot be relied upon to say the things that they’re
supposed to say.⁷ It is rather like a chess game in which Murphy
makes his opponent’s moves for her. Employing such a technique,
and given enough time and practice, he is quite likely to win many of
his matches. Consensus is typically easier to achieve when one is attempting to persuade one’s own very eager self.
Refreshingly, the following ﬁve review essays represent the authentic opinions of Latter-day Saint scientists and scholars as they actually appear in a genuine publication of the Foundation for Ancient
Research and Mormon Studies.⁸
In the ﬁrst, entitled “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature: Possible,
Probable, or Not?” David A. McClellan offers a challenging but essential basic overview of the biology relevant to serious discussion
of questions involving DNA. The arguments advanced by Thomas
Murphy and his allies plainly assume that contemporary DNA studies
are capable of either conﬁrming or disproving the presence of an element of Israelite ancestry in Native American roots. In fact, Murphy
attributes the same assumption to those whose position he is attacking. “Researchers associated with the Foundation for Ancient Research
and Mormon Studies (FARMS),” he writes, “have rejected hemispheric
models of the Book of Mormon but still express ‘confidence in an
Israelite genetic presence in Central America and perhaps as far away
7. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 61–62. For two examples of James Spencer’s propensity to put into the mouths of others the words that he
needs or wants them to have said, see pages xxiii–xxvi of the introduction to this number of the Review.
8. They should be read along with the four articles appearing in Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA”
(pp. 6–23); Michael F. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon: A Phylogenetic
Perspective” (pp. 24–35); John M. Butler, “A Few Thoughts from a Believing DNA
Scientist” (pp. 36–37); and D. Jeﬀrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are the
Children of Lehi?” (pp. 38–51). See now also Dean H. Leavitt, Jonathon C. Marshall,
and Keith A. Crandall, “The Search for the Seed of Lehi: How Defining Alternative
Models Helps in the Interpretation of Genetic Data,” Dialogue 36/4 (2003): 133–50.
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as Arizona to the north and Colombia to the south.’” And yet, Murphy
suggests in the next sentence, the hopes of these unnamed FARMS researchers appear doomed to disappointment: “I have found no genetic
research,” he says, “to support this expectation.”⁹
Once again, though, while he seems initially to be quoting a
hope actually expressed by FARMS researchers, it turns out that
Murphy is really only citing himself, speaking on their behalf.¹⁰ But
David McClellan, who, unlike Thomas Murphy, is an actual scientist
actually specializing in human genetics and who, now, has actually
written for FARMS, does not expect to ﬁnd “an Israelite genetic presence in Central America and perhaps as far away as Arizona to the
north and Colombia to the south.” (They just don’t make straw men
like they used to.) McClellan points out that proper interpretation
of Native American population genetic data in the context of Latterday Saint claims about ancient migrations to the Americas by a few
families from the Middle East requires a preliminary understanding
of several fairly complex concepts, including scientiﬁc method, basic genomics and genetics, molecular evolution, population genetics,
9. Murphy, “Simply Implausible,” 109.
10. The quoted passage comes from Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and
Genetics,” 63. In that essay, Murphy’s footnotes list two FARMS publications that are
apparently supposed to express “this expectation” and “conﬁdence”: John L. Sorenson,
An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1985), 93–94; and William J. Hamblin, “An Apologist for the Critics: Brent Lee
Metcalfe’s Assumptions and Methodologies,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon
6/1 (1994): 476. Contrary to Murphy’s representation of them, however, the cited passages are actually quite cautious and reserved; they scarcely justify Murphy’s assertion.
Sorenson and Hamblin both minimize the overall importance, for discussions of the
Book of Mormon, of literal biological kinship; Hamblin says absolutely nothing about
the prospects, one way or the other, of ﬁnding relevant modern genetic evidence, while
Sorenson acknowledges that it might someday be possible to do so but doesn’t think the
matter at all signiﬁcant. Murphy’s summary statement that, “like Hamblin,” Sorenson
“expresses optimism that Lehite genes . . . may eventually be found” (Murphy, “Lamanite
Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 62) is fundamentally misleading. Compare the case
discussed on pages xxxix–xl in the introduction to this number of the Review, in which
Murphy misrepresents both the work of Scott Woodward and an article in the Salt Lake
Tribune, creating exaggerated, if not wholly ﬁctional, Mormon expectations of ﬁnding
“Lamanite DNA.”
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and genealogical inference from molecular data. His essay seeks to
outline these concepts in layman’s terms and to evaluate the current
status of Native American genetic data in light of these concepts in
order to evaluate the plausibility of the Book of Mormon story line.
McClellan’s general conclusion is that, although it may be possible to
recover the genetic signature of a few migrating families from 2,600
years ago, it is not probable. However, the data suggest that there has
been a trickle of gene ﬂow to the Americas from non-Asiatic source
populations. Though far from verifying or proving the Book of Mormon, these data do allow for the plausibility of its story line.
In “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and Pre-Columbian
Populations,” Matthew Roper addresses the assumption, emphatically
imputed to the Church of Jesus Christ by its critics, that the peoples of
the Book of Mormon were the only inhabitants of the pre-Columbian
New World and, thus, inescapably the sole ancestors of the Amerindians.
Roper’s essay calls attention to a deeply problematic aspect of the DNA
discussion thus far, a discouraging problem scarcely restricted to this recent dispute over Amerindian genetics: All too often, rather than addressing what the authoritative scriptural texts actually say, critics draw upon
popular belief and tradition to construct a version of Mormonism that,
in their depiction, resembles a sand castle beleaguered by the rising tide
of scholarship and science. Clearly, though, if any test of its claims is to
be fairly conducted, the text of the Book of Mormon itself, and not tradition or external commentary on it, is and must remain primary. In fact,
contrary to the charge that the rise of the limited geographical view of
the Book of Mormon is a recent and rather pathetic response to scientiﬁc
diﬃculties, many close students of latter-day scripture, including prominent church leaders, have long recognized the overwhelming likelihood
that contemporary Native American peoples represent a blending of various groups descended from a variety of ancestors in addition to Lehi and
Sariah. Given this complexity and the extremely limited picture that contemporary genetics oﬀers of our distant ancestral tree, it is unreasonable
to insist that DNA studies alone can prove or disprove an Israelite connection. If Latter-day Saints are not obliged to attribute every Amerindian
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gene to Jaredites, Lehites, and Mulekites, however, the purported DNA
case against the Book of Mormon loses most if not all of its force.
In the third essay, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship
Relations and Ancestry,” Matthew Roper investigates the nature of
the people of ancient Near Eastern Israel and of Lehite Israel as described in the Book of Mormon, illustrating the complexity of kinship and tribal lineage terminology among the Israelites and those
who were aﬃliated with them. Critics wishing to demonstrate that
Native American populations do not have Israelite roots need to establish the genetically salient characteristics of an ancient Israelite
source population. Yet when one examines the nature of ancient
Israel as described in the biblical account and as it is known through
later history, the fact soon becomes clear that Israel was never a biologically homogenous entity, so that it is far from obvious what an
ancient Israelite genetic marker would look like. Similarly, when we
examine the text of the Book of Mormon, it becomes apparent that
Lehite Israel is not conﬁned to biological descendants but also includes many others of several origins who, under varying conditions
and circumstances, came to be numbered with Israel. Roper demonstrates that the approach taken to this issue by the critics, thus far at
least, has been simplistic and strikingly unnuanced.
Roper’s “Swimming in the Gene Pool” and the fourth essay—
“Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of Population Mixing,”
by Brian Stubbs—also oﬀer independent discussions of the complex
nature of population dynamics and the factors that lead, surprisingly
quickly, to extensive literal kinships among large populations and the
dissemination of a distinct group into the mainstream population.
Even a fairly low rate of intermarriage can transform a once homogenous group within relatively few generations. Here it is important to
note what the essays published in this number of the FARMS Review
and, recently, in the Journal of Book of Mormon Studies are not arguing: To recognize that the genetic contribution of Lehi or Sariah more
than a hundred generations ago is, very probably, unrecognizable at
this distance is not necessarily to say that the Lehi colony is genetically extinct and certainly does not deny the possibility (and perhaps
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even the likelihood) that Lehi and Sariah ﬁgure among the biological ancestors of most, if not all, of today’s Amerindians. As Thomas
Murphy himself has admitted, “One can have descendants who do
not carry particular genetic markers. For example, women do not
carry their father’s Y chromosome. Thus, one’s genetic markers can
go extinct even though one has descendants.”¹¹
In the ﬁfth essay, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of Mormon,”
John Tvedtnes relies on passages from the Book of Mormon to argue
against the culturally fashionable and politically damaging accusation
that the text—and therefore, presumably, Latter-day Saint belief in it—
is racist. He acknowledges that some Nephites were ethnocentric or racially prejudiced, for which they were criticized by certain of their own
prophets. He further diﬀerentiates the “curse” of the Lamanites (being
cut oﬀ from God on account of disobedience) from the “mark” of a
“skin of blackness” and notes that despite the “curse” and “mark,” the
Nephites consistently considered the Lamanites to be their “brethren.”
Finally, just as it is important to grasp what these essays are not
saying, it is essential to understand what they are not purporting nor
even attempting to accomplish. Some critics have pointed out that
Latter-day Saint defenses on the issue of Amerindian DNA and the
Book of Mormon have, thus far, sought only to demonstrate that
DNA analysis has not proven the Book of Mormon false, and that,
accordingly, it is still intellectually permissible to believe that there
was indeed a historical Lehi; no particular eﬀort has been made, in
these defenses, to indicate why belief, even if it can still be maintained, might be preferable to nonbelief. In this, they are correct. To
the best of my knowledge, no serious Latter-day Saint scholar or scientist contends that, to date, research on Amerindian DNA provides
signiﬁcant aﬃrmative support for the Book of Mormon.
Such critics go considerably too far, however, when they then
invoke the principle of parsimony, or the famous “razor” associated
with William of Ockham, to contend that Latter-day Saints should
conclude that the Book of Mormon is nineteenth-century frontier
11. Murphy, “Simply Implausible,” 118 n. 30.

Peterson, Prolegomena to the DNA Essays • 33

ﬁction because that is the simplest explanation consistent with the
apparent invisibility of Sariah’s mitochondrial DNA among today’s
Native Americans. Everything depends upon which evidence is determined to be relevant, upon how widely the evidentiary net is cast.
A spectator at a New York Yankees baseball game a few generations
ago might well have seen Babe Ruth go down swinging several times
in the course of a single nine-inning performance. He might pardonably have concluded, if this was his first and only exposure to the
home-run king, that the Babe was a terrible hitter. He could even,
with a bit of research, have demonstrated that Babe Ruth consistently struck out at a very high rate. But, obviously, his overall verdict
would have been spectacularly wrong, for the simple reason that his
data sample was too small and too narrowly deﬁned.
It is no valid criticism to observe that, at any given moment in
a game of American football, one team is concentrating on defense
rather than on oﬀense or that, in formal debating, one side is arguing the aﬃrmative and one side merely the negative. Anybody familiar with the rules of football understands that the teams will alternate
their focus from defense to oﬀense and back again many times in the
course of a single game. Both oﬀense and defense are useful, even essential. To use another sports image, it makes little sense to complain
that a star soccer goalie never makes points for his own team but
merely prevents the other side from scoring. That’s his job. The point
total run up by careful students of the Book of Mormon over the past
few decades—a very impressive performance, in my opinion—has
been scored on the basis of other issues, such as the impressive testimonies of the eleven witnesses (still not seriously countered by any
critic), chiastic literary structures, discoveries along the Arabian incense trail, Hebraisms, unexpectedly accurate echoes of preexilic
Israelite religious culture, and many more topics that have been abundantly treated in hundreds of publications. These matters must also
be weighed and evaluated when applying Ockham’s razor. On the issue
of Amerindian DNA, by contrast, faithful Latter-day Saint scientists
and scholars do not believe that the current state of the research permits a score for either side; indeed, they tend to expect that it never
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will. Given the grossly inﬂated claims of the Book of Mormon’s critics on this issue, these careful and scientiﬁcally grounded defenses do
precisely what they needed to do: They pop the balloon.

Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature:
Possible, Probable, or Not?
David A. McClellan

T

he inﬂuence genetics and genetic information have had on the
overall body of scientiﬁc knowledge cannot be overestimated.
Genetic research has substantively enhanced our ability to treat
medical conditions ranging from inherited genetic disorders to
worldwide viral epidemics. It has revolutionized the way we think
about and study the natural world, from cells to organisms, from
species to ecosystems. It factors into pharmaceutical discovery and
vaccine design, plant and animal domestication, and wildlife conservation. Needless to say, we now know much more about genetic
concepts and applications than in even the recent past. In fact, our
body of knowledge has grown so vast that mastery of all aspects of
genetic research by a single researcher is now virtually impossible.
For this very reason, minor misunderstandings abound, both among
the lay public and within the scientiﬁc community.
One such misunderstanding is the current controversy over
DNA evidence and its bearing on the veracity of the Book of
Mormon. On the one hand, statements by the Prophet Joseph Smith
indicate that Native Americans are descended from the Lamanites.
On the other, recent scientiﬁc studies have evaluated the current genetic compositions of selected worldwide human populations, and
several of these have concluded that the principal genetic origin of
the sampled Native American peoples has been Asiatic, likely due to
the constant documented ﬂow of humans back and forth across the
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Bering Strait.¹ The real issue, however, is not necessarily if Native
Americans are the inheritors of Asian genetic material; it is whether
or not this evidence refutes the story line of the Book of Mormon
and the claims of Joseph Smith relative to Native Americans.
The question of whether the Americas were populated prior to
the arrival of the Lehites and Mulekites is addressed elsewhere in this
number, as well as the implications of the messages of the Book of
Mormon and the statements of Joseph Smith.² Both are important
components of this complex challenge. The remaining challenge left
to be addressed relative to this issue is whether or not we are to infer
from recent scientiﬁc evidence that the Book of Mormon and associated Latter-day Saint doctrine are false.
First, however, I feel compelled by my faith to state that the only
reliable way to test the veracity of the Book of Mormon or statements
by modern prophets such as Joseph Smith is to put Moroni’s promise
to the test on a personal level:
Behold, I would exhort you that when ye shall read these
things, if it be wisdom in God that ye should read them, that
ye would remember how merciful the Lord hath been unto
the children of men, from the creation of Adam even down
until the time that ye shall receive these things, and ponder
it in your hearts.
And when ye shall receive these things, I would exhort
you that ye would ask God, the Eternal Father, in the name
of Christ, if these things are not true; and if ye shall ask with
a sincere heart, with real intent, having faith in Christ, he will
manifest the truth of it unto you, by the power of the Holy
Ghost.
1. Sandro L. Bonatto and Francisco M. Salzano, “A Single and Early Migration
for the Peopling of the Americas Supported by Mitochondrial DNA Sequence Data,”
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA 94 (1997): 1866–71.
2. See Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and PreColumbian Populations,” in this number, pages 91–128.
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And by the power of the Holy Ghost ye may know the
truth of all things. (Moroni 10:3–5)
Attempting to settle the matter solely upon the merits of empirical
data will always leave one wanting.
That stated, the purpose of this essay constrains me to deal exclusively with those aspects, concepts, and principles of science that may
contribute to a complete—or as complete as possible—understanding
of the essential question at hand. Within this essay, therefore, I intend
to present the basic biological principles that are, in my opinion, relevant to whether it is possible to identify the genetic signature of Lehi
or Mulek; address the question using the powerful tools of scientiﬁc
method and population genetic theory; and brieﬂy review the current
status of human population genetics in the context of these principles
and concepts, outlining some of the limits under which genetic data
may be interpreted.
The background information presented herein is meant as a supplement for the nonscientist. Explanations about what a chromosome
is or how genetic information is used in population studies may not
be directly pertinent to the essential question of this essay, but they
are meant to serve as a primer for the uninitiated. Some of these informational reviews may seem burdensome to those that may have
substantial backgrounds in biology. To readers who ﬁt into this category, I would suggest skipping directly to the conclusions section.

Basic Biological Principles
As outlined above, the central question of this essay is whether acceptance of current genetic data necessitates the wholesale rejection of
the Book of Mormon story line and the claim that Native Americans
are descended from Lamanitish ancestors. On the surface, given certain characteristics of the data it appears that this may be possible.
This may seem threatening to the Latter-day Saint layperson, who may
therefore be tempted to discount the science surrounding the matter
rather than sacriﬁce belief in the Book of Mormon. Before either of
these alternatives becomes a “logical” conclusion for anyone, though,
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let us redeﬁne the issue in terms of an essential question that may be
scrutinized directly by scientiﬁc evaluation philosophically, theoretically, and empirically.
In my opinion, the most plausible essential question having to do
with human genetic data may be something like: Is it possible to recover a genetic signature from a small migrating family from 2,600
years in the past? To answer this question in a coherent manner, let
me ﬁrst present a few basic concepts by which all genetic hypotheses
are tested; these will empower nonbiologists to judge for themselves
the accuracy of the conclusions presented herein. I am conﬁdent that
the conclusions of this essay, emergent from the accepted principles
of biology, will illustrate the complete harmony between scientiﬁc
thought and the fundamentals of Latter-day Saint belief.
At the very heart of the question posed above are the basic principles of genetics and evolution as they have unfolded over the past 150
years and especially in the past 50 years. The discoveries over this period of time have been numerous—too numerous to describe in any
detail. Our knowledge, however, remains far from complete—constant
controversies arise within the scientiﬁc community over minute theoretical details, and much remains to be discovered. Nevertheless, there
is little controversy over the basic principles of the science; these have
been veriﬁed in many diﬀerent ways and have survived the test of time
and eﬀort: 150 years of scientiﬁc method seeking to displace previously
held ideas with more general explanations.
Genome Organization
Most cells that constitute the human body contain a more or less
complete copy of the human genetic complement. This genetic complement comes in two varieties, each with a unique function and a
unique genetic language, or code. First, the nuclear genome, the genetic complement that resides in the nucleus of each cell, comprises
by far the greatest portion of cellular genetic material. It is governed
by the universal genetic code, the standard genetic language used to
create the vast majority of cellular proteins produced naturally within
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the bodies of most currently living species of organisms. In human
beings, it encodes proteins from insulin to hemoglobin. Second, we
possess another genome that, in most cells, resides in tiny intracellular structures known as mitochondria, the powerhouses of the cell.
The few proteins produced by this mitochondrial genome work in
conjunction with nuclear proteins to manufacture the energy needed
for cells to function. Cells that need more energy, such as muscle
cells, have more mitochondria, each of which contains a complete
mitochondrial genome. The genetic code that governs man’s mitochondrial genome—and is shared by the mitochondrial genomes of
all vertebrate organisms, including ﬁsh, amphibians, reptiles, birds,
and mammals—diﬀers from the universal code in only a few ways,
but those few diﬀerences can have signiﬁcant eﬀects on the long-term
molecular evolution of intracellular metabolism.³
Nuclear genomes. The genetic material of every genome, human or
otherwise, is composed of deoxyribonucleic acid, or DNA. In man and
in all plants, animals, and fungi, DNA is organized into discrete packages called chromosomes. The basic unit of the chromosome is the nucleosome, a structure that is composed of several proteins around which
is twice wrapped a strand of DNA that is held in place by another protein, much like you might place your ﬁnger on a ribbon when helping someone tie a bow on a gift box. Nucleosomes connected by DNA
are coiled into a ﬁber called chromatin, which is looped and coiled to
form the arms of a chromosome (see ﬁg. 1). The human nuclear genome contains 46 chromosomes that come in 23 homologous pairs—
that is, they correspond in structure and in the sequence of genes. Each
chromosome in a pair was inherited from a parent, one being maternal in origin and the other paternal. The sex chromosomes (referred
to as X and Y) are inherited this same way, but the Y chromosome is
always paternally inherited; females inherit one X chromosome from
3. David A. McClellan, David F. Whiting, Ryan G. Christensen, and Joshua K.
Sailsbery, “Genetic Codes as Evolutionary Filters: Subtle Diﬀerences in the Structures of
Genetic Codes Result in Significant Differences in Patterns of Nucleotide Substitution,”
Journal of Theoretical Biology 226 (2004): 393–400.
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each parent, while males always inherit an X chromosome from their
mother and a Y chromosome from their father.
Along each chromosome lie several regions that encode either a
protein or a ribonucleic acid (RNA) molecule. The precise number
of human coding regions, or genes, remains to be determined but is
currently in the process of being resolved. Estimates from the year
2000 placed the range of this number from around 35,000 to 120,000
protein-coding genes,⁴ while estimates from the year 2001 derived
from the results of the Human Genome Project conﬁrmed the lower
portion of this range, around 23,000 to 39,000 genes (26,383 genes
have now been conﬁrmed by multiple lines of evidence).⁵ There are
also regions that do not encode genes but may have a distinct genetic
history nonetheless. The diversity among noncoding regions is truly
amazing, and many are even viral in origin and are thus parasitic to
our genome. In several genetic studies, coding regions are used to estimate genetic diversity and identity, but many noncoding regions are
also used as diagnostic genetic markers.
Just as the basic unit of the chromosome is the nucleosome, the
basic unit of DNA itself is the nucleotide. The entire human nuclear
genome is approximately 3.175 billion nucleotides in length,⁶ 2.91
billion of which appear to contain active DNA.⁷ Nucleotides come in
four types, with their names and classiﬁcations being based on their
chemical structure: there are two pyrimidines, referred to as cytosine
and thymine, and two purines, adenine and guanine. These nucleotides bind together in triplet sets, or codons, which form the basic
unit of the genetic code. Each possible combination of three nucleotides either directly encodes an amino acid, the basic unit of proteins
4. Brent Ewing and Phil Green, “Analysis of Expressed Sequence Tags Indicates
35,000 Human Genes,” Nature Genetics 25 (2000): 232–34; Feng Liang et al., “Gene
Index Analysis of the Human Genome Estimates Approximately 120,000 Genes,” Nature
Genetics 25 (2000): 239–40.
5. J. Craig Venter et al., “The Sequence of the Human Genome,” Science 291 (2001):
1304–51.
6. Michael Olivier et al., “A High-Resolution Radiation Hybrid Map of the Human
Genome Draft Sequence,” Science 291 (2001): 1298–1302.
7. Venter et al., “Sequence of the Human Genome,” 1304–51.
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(in the universal code, this accounts for 61 of the 64 possible codons),
or encodes what is known as a termination signal that basically tells
the cellular protein-construction mechanism, the ribosome, to stop
making a particular protein.
Mitochondrial genomes. The mitochondrial genome is composed
of a single, circular piece of DNA that is not very unlike the genomes of
some bacteria. It is not packaged like the chromosomes of the nuclear
genome, most probably because it is small enough that such complex
organization is unnecessary. One unusual characteristic of the mitochondrial genome is that it is maternally inherited: every individual’s
mitochondrial genome is inherited from his or her mother. However,
current evidence suggests that mitochondrial inheritance may not be
exclusively maternal.⁸ The mitochondrial genome of every man most
likely hits an abrupt dead end; he cannot pass it on to his children.
However, if a man has sisters with children, his mitochondrial genome
will live on in his nephews and nieces and in his nieces’ children.
The human mitochondrial genome bears 13 protein-coding genes,
2 ribosomal RNA genes (to build the mechanism that interprets the genetic code), and 22 transfer RNA genes (that act as vehicles by which
amino acids are guided into place in a growing protein). There is very little nonfunctional DNA within the mitochondrial genome, but a noncoding control or regulatory region called the D-loop ﬁgures prominently
among DNA sequences used to reconstruct species relationships.⁹
Since the mitochondrial genome is inherited as a single unit, all
the genes contained in it are linked. But unlike the nuclear genome, in
8. Friderun Ankel-Simons and Jim M. Cummins, “Misconceptions about Mitochondria
and Mammalian Fertilization: Implications for Theories on Human Evolution,” Proceedings of
the National Academy of Sciences, USA 93 (1996): 13859–63.
9. See, for example, D. R. Foran, J. E. Hixson, and W. M. Brown, “Comparisons of
Ape and Human Sequences That Regulate Mitochondrial DNA Transcription and D-Loop
DNA Synthesis,” Nucleic Acids Research 16 (1988): 5841–61; Matthias Krings et al., “DNA
Sequence of the Mitochondrial Hypervariable Region II from the Neandertal Type Specimen,”
Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA 96 (1999): 5581–85; Truls Moum, Ulfur
Arnason, and Einar Árnason, “Mitochondrial DNA Sequence Evolution and Phylogeny of the
Atlantic Alcidae, Including the Extinct Great Auk (Pinguinus impennis),” Molecular Biology
and Evolution 19 (2002): 1434–39.
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which genetic information is routinely exchanged between homologous pairs—a process termed recombination, which will be discussed
in more detail below—mitochondrial genomes have no opportunity to
exchange information. This is a primary reason why they are often used
to track lineages; a particular mitochondrial genetic variant (including
all 37 coding regions and the D-loop) represents a single lineage and
must be completely replaced in order to be unrecoverable or to become
so obscure that it is very unlikely to be found by a scientist looking for
it. This, initially, is one reason why the lack of a Middle Eastern genetic
signature was so “troubling” to those anticipating it.¹⁰
DNAs encode, but proteins adapt. DNA is relatively protected from
the demands and influences of the environment surrounding the cell
because it is the task of proteins to interact with their surroundings and
carry out functions; the primary responsibility of genes is to encode,
whereas proteins must function properly to ensure the survival and reproduction of the organism. Thus, DNA is always at least one step removed from any inﬂuence that the environment may have on the organism. A change in DNA, referred to as a mutation, may or may not result
in a change in the primary structure of the associated protein that interacts directly with the demands of the environment. If a given mutation
in the DNA results in an amino acid change, however, the whole organism may pay the price by contracting a life-threatening disease. Examples
include those rare cases of mutation in which people spontaneously develop cystic ﬁbrosis¹¹ or spinal muscular atrophy¹² without having inherited the disease from either of their parents. The environment directly
10. Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American
Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 64.
11. Marga Belle White et al., “A de Novo Cystic Fibrosis Mutation: CGA (Arg) to TGA
(Stop) at Codon 851 of the CFTR Gene,” Genomics 11 (1991): 778–79; Laura Cremonesi
et al., “Detection of a de Novo R1066H Mutation in an Italian Patient Aﬀected by Cystic
Fibrosis,” Human Genetics 98 (1996): 119–21.
12. Brunhilde Wirth et al., “De Novo Rearrangements Found in 2% of Index Patients
with Spinal Muscular Atrophy: Mutational Mechanisms, Parental Origin, Mutation Rate, and
Implications for Genetic Counseling,” American Journal of Human Genetics 61 (1997): 1102–11.

44 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

aﬀects these unlucky recipients of a disease-causing mutation by making them less likely to survive to bear children and thus contribute to the
gene pool. The unforgiving truth of the matter is that the great majority
of possible mutations that occur in those regions of the genome responsible for the adaptation of the organism are deleterious in some way and
are often fatal. More will be said below about the role of mutations in
molecular evolution.
Mendelian Genetics
As mentioned above, nuclear chromosomes occur naturally in
pairs, one inherited from each parent. The rules that govern inheritance of chromosomes were ﬁrst discovered by Gregor Mendel (1822–
1884), an Austrian monk who published his ﬁndings on the genetics
of pea plants in 1865.¹³ The genetic principles enunciated by Mendel
can be boiled down to two fundamental principles: segregation and
independent assortment. These principles of inheritance, which will
be described in more detail below, have since been conﬁrmed as the
processes that chromosomes go through prior to the creation of the
specialized reproductive cells known as gametes (sperm and eggs). The
processes of segregation and independent assortment of chromosomes
can now be seen under a microscope just prior to the cell divisions that
create gametes, but Mendel discovered these principles without knowledge of chromosomes. He was able to infer these truths by observing
the frequency with which pea plants expressed diﬀerent trait variants,
such as height, coloration, and texture.
Mitosis and meiosis in nuclear genomes. Since the time of Mendel,
biologists have determined that there are two diﬀerent types of cell
division in the human body. The most common, which takes place
at one time or another in all somatic (or nongerminal tissue) cells,
involves a process called mitosis, in which each of the 46 chromosomes, unpaired at this point, laterally splits to form two chromatids,
13. See William B. Provine, The Origins of Theoretical Population Genetics (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 2001), 132.
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each of which is composed of two arms—one on top and one on
bottom—instead of the four illustrated in ﬁgure 1. These chromatids
then migrate to the forming nucleus of a diﬀerent daughter cell. At
this time, each daughter cell will generally start to produce proteins
and then undergo a synthesis phase that restores each chromosome
to the form it had prior to mitosis. Mitotic cell division thus results in
two daughter cells that are complete and exact copies of the mother
cell. Mitosis takes place most rapidly during gestation, while the embryo is quickly developing. After birth, the rate of cell division slows
dramatically, with some cell lines, such as in muscle and nerve tissue,
coming to a complete stop.
The second type of cell division produces gametes—called
gametogenesis—and occurs exclusively in specific places in the
male and female gonads. Gametogenesis implements a process
called meiosis, in which two successive cell divisions break down
the genome so that, instead of having 23 pairs of chromosomes,
the four daughter cells have 23 single chromosomes. Meiosis
separates the homologous pairs in the first cell division and then
laterally splits each chromosome into two chromatids in the second cell division. The first meiotic division is the point at which
segregation and independent assortment physically take place.
The second division is quite similar to the process seen in mitosis except that there are half the number of chromosomes.
At the beginning of the first meiotic cell division is a stage referred to as the pachytene stage, in which homologous chromosomes
come very close together to form a structure called a tetrad, because
each structure looks like it has four arms—two on top and two on bottom (see ﬁg. 1). Because of the close proximity of homologous pairs,
regions of chromosomes that encode the same type of genes are naturally attracted to one another. Quite often, there is an exchange of information between homologous chromosomes when large chunks
of genetic material are swapped. This process, called recombination,
is a very important mechanism for creating the genetic diversity that
makes each of us unique. Most of the time these chunks are of roughly
equal size, but sometimes they are not, creating redundancy in the
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genetic sequence of some chromosomes but eliminating potentially vital genes in others. Recombination, also referred to as crossing-over, is
error prone, but these errors actually enhance the long-term survival
of a species at the expense of a few individuals who end up without
their full genetic complement. Unequal crossing-over is the principal
genetic mechanism that gives rise to gene families via gene duplication.
It allows for evolutionary specialization relative to diﬀerent demands,
such as those required by distinct stages of embryological development or the production of dissimilar cellular tissues such as muscle
and bone. The genetic redundancy generated by unequal crossing-over
does not produce additional body structures or superhuman qualities,
but it does allow babies to produce proteins that are uniquely suited for
proper maturation; the adult versions of the same proteins may not be
appropriate for the distinctive changes a baby’s body must go through
to develop properly. It also allows the body to produce trypsin, which
helps us digest protein in the digestive track, and haptoglobin, which
binds free hemoglobin in the bloodstream. Although these proteins
now have very diﬀerent functions, they have retained similar structures, suggesting that they originated from the same generalized ancestral gene by unequal crossing-over.¹⁴ Truly novel protein structure is
produced only rarely, so the creation of redundancy with the possibility of modiﬁcation presents a wonderful opportunity for molecular adaptation to respond to constantly changing environmental conditions,
changes both within the organism and from external surroundings.
Since linked genes (genes on the same chromosome) are inherited
as a single unit more often than genes of diﬀerent chromosomes, they
will assort nonindependently—as discrete units—in the absence of
recombination. Generally speaking, genes that are physically closer to
one another on a chromosome assort nonindependently more often
than genes that are farther apart. Inferring information about how
frequently linked genes assort nonindependently is the basis upon
which gene mapping is founded.
14. László Patthy, Protein Evolution (Oxford: Blackwell Science, 1999), 99.
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Segregation and independent assortment. As mentioned, the ﬁrst
stage of meiosis is the time at which the processes of segregation and
independent assortment are likely to occur. Segregation, in modern
terms, means that an individual’s chromosome pairs are not likely to
end up in the same gamete; instead, each gamete receives one chromosome from each pair. In accordance with this principle, human
gametes do not have 46 chromosomes organized into 23 homologous
pairs but have 23 single chromosomes, one from each homologous
pair of the parent cell. Violations of this rule have serious genetic repercussions; they may result in spontaneous miscarriage of a poorly
developed embryo or in developmental retardation of living offspring, as is the case with Down syndrome children.¹⁵
In terms of chromosomes, the concept of independent assortment
is that as each chromosome pair segregates, either chromosome may
go to either daughter cell without being inﬂuenced by what is happening in the segregation of the other pairs around it. As a result, a given
gamete will generally carry an assortment of maternal and paternal
chromosomes. This randomization of chromosomal assortment results
in an enormous variety of possible genetic combinations that oﬀspring
may inherit from their parents. In humans, the number of possible
combinations totals over 70 trillion (223 for each parent) for every set
of parents, without considering mutation or recombination.
The processes of segregation and independent assortment apply
to nuclear genetic material, which provides the greatest portion by
far of an individual’s genetic inheritance. Mitochondrial genes, on the
other hand, do not follow the basic rules of segregation and independent assortment because mitochondrial genomes do not segregate at
all. They are all inherited as a single unit, or linkage group, and always
from one’s mother. The reproduction of the mitochondrial genome
is inherently asexual, each descendant genome being nearly an exact clone of its progenitor. Instead of millions of combinations that
may be produced by segregation and independent assortment among
15. Orlando J. Miller and Eeva Therman, Human Chromosomes, 4th ed. (New York:
Springer, 2001), 176–78.

48 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

nuclear chromosomes, the mitochondrial genome may only produce
one kind of genetic oﬀspring.
Individuals are genetically unique. With the exception of identical
twins, segregation and independent assortment guarantee that every
individual has a unique genetic complement. Coupling these genetic
mechanisms with recombination and mutation, we can accurately
conclude that every individual is genetically unique. This characteristic of genomic evolution, however, also leaves open the possibility
that oﬀspring may have genetic problems that their parents did not
pass on to them. For example, one of the most studied genes in the
human genome is the one responsible for cystic ﬁbrosis, CFTR (cystic ﬁbrosis transmembrane conductance regulator). A normal copy of
this gene enables cells in the lining of the lungs to kill the bacterium
Pseudomonas aeruginosa. It is estimated that 2 out of about 30,000
cystic ﬁbrosis patients experience the onset of the disease because of
new mutations.¹⁶ As can be seen in this example, however, mutation
as a genetic mechanism is generally considered a weak evolutionary force, although it is constant and unforgiving. Mutation generally plays a much bigger role when considering genetic change over
much longer periods of time, in terms of thousands of generations,
especially if any of those changes are signiﬁcantly aﬀected by selection acting on the functional constraints of gene products.
According to neutral theory, which will be discussed below,
most persistent changes, including most crossing-over events, are
selectively neutral¹⁷ or nearly so.¹⁸ Thus, most changes that become
diagnostic (like those that result in a unique genetic signature)
do not have a signiﬁcant eﬀect on the reproductive success of any
given individual. There are some changes, although rare, that may
16. White et al., “De Novo Cystic Fibrosis Mutation,” 778–79; Cremonesi et al.,
“Detection of a de Novo R1066H Mutation,” 119–21; Wirth et al., “De Novo Rearrangements,” 1102–11.
17. Motoo Kimura, The Neutral Theory of Molecular Evolution (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1983).
18. Tomoko Ohta, “Evolutionary Rate of Cistrons and DNA Divergence,” Journal of
Molecular Evolution 1 (1972): 150–57.
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be adaptive in nature, and these also have distinct opportunities of
becoming perpetuated in a genetic signature. Adaptive and neutral
changes, therefore, allow unique diagnostic genetic signatures to
develop over long periods of time—again, in the order of thousands
of generations.
Molecular Evolution
Genetic mutations may occur in a variety of forms, including single nucleotide-level point mutations, insertions or deletions of various
sizes, gene duplications, chromosomal inversions, complete genome
duplications (polyploidy), and so on. Most of these are relatively infrequent and probably have not contributed signiﬁcantly to the evolution of the human genome within recorded history.¹⁹ The overall rate
of mutation among humans, including all the types listed above, has
been estimated to occur, on average, at a rate of 1.6 mutations per genome per generation,²⁰ or about 5 x 10-10 mutations per nucleotide site
per generation. Most of these mutations take the form of nucleotidelevel point mutations, small insertions, or small deletions, especially
within noncoding DNA regions that are largely free from functional
and structural constraints. It is clear that noncoding DNA, such as
that which appears within the numerous chromosomal microsatellite
regions, may evolve several orders of magnitude faster, creating new
short-tandem repeats (in which every repeat is only a few nucleotides
in length but may exist as hundreds of copies, one right after the other)
19. For example, some evidence shows two complete genome duplications anciently in the lineage resulting in Homo sapiens, but not more recently than just after
the origin of all vertebrates, over 400 million years ago. See, for example, Marie-Josèphe
Pébusque et al., “Ancient Large-Scale Genome Duplications: Phylogenetic and Linkage
Analyses Shed Light on Chordate Genome Evolution,” Molecular Biology and Evolution
15 (1998): 1145–59; P. W. Holland, “More Genes in Vertebrates?” Journal of Structural
and Functional Genomics 3 (2003): 75–84; A. C. Horton et al., “Phylogenetic Analyses
Alone Are Insufficient to Determine Whether Genome Duplication(s) Occurred during Early Vertebrate Evolution,” Journal of Experimental Zoology, Part B: Molecular and
Developmental Evolution 299 (2003): 41–53.
20. John W. Drake et al., “Rates of Spontaneous Mutation,” Genetics 148 (1998): 1667–86.
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at a rate of one new repeat approximately every 833 generations.²¹
Regardless of which estimate one accepts, the mitochondrial genome
evolves much faster—about 10 times faster²²—than the nuclear genome, probably because mitochondrial DNA is maternally inherited
and does not recombine, although there is considerable heterogeneity in both genomes.²³ The exception is the Y chromosome, which is
incredibly conservative in its rate of genetic change, probably due to
what is known as a selective sweep, whereby a single, positively selected
mutation pulls all other mutations with it to ﬁxation (to a relative frequency within a population of 100 percent), resulting in very little genetic diversity within that particular linkage group.
Molecular-clock hypothesis and neutral theory. One implication of
the relatively constant rate of genomic mutation is that mutation may
be clocklike, or approximately constant, over extremely long periods
of time.²⁴ This led naturally to the idea that if the accumulation of
mutations is clocklike, then the vast majority of persistent mutations
are probably neutral—neither advantageous nor detrimental—or
nearly so.²⁵ This natural extension of the molecular-clock hypothesis
has since become known as the neutral theory, or, more recently, as
the nearly neutral theory.
21. J. L. Weber and C. Wong, “Mutation of Human Short Tandem Repeats,” Human
Molecular Genetics 2 (1993): 1123–28; Lynn B. Jorde, Michael Bamshad, and Alan R.
Rogers, “Using Mitochondrial and Nuclear DNA Markers,” BioEssays 20 (1998): 126–36.
22. Masatoshi Nei, Molecular Evolutionary Genetics (New York: Columbia University
Press, 1987), 34.
23. Satoshi Horai et al., “Recent African Origin of Modern Humans Revealed by
Complete Sequences of Hominoid Mitochondrial DNAs,” Proceedings of the National
Academy of Sciences, USA 92 (1995): 532–36; Jorde, Bamshad, and Rogers, “Using
Mitochondrial and Nuclear DNA Markers,” 126–36.
24. Émile Zuckerkandl and Linus Pauling, “Evolutionary Divergence and Convergence
in Proteins,” in Evolving Genes and Proteins, ed. Vernon Bryson and Henry J. Vogel (New
York: Academic Press, 1965), 97–166.
25. Motoo Kimura, “Evolutionary Rate at the Molecular Level,” Nature 217 (1968):
624–26; Tomoko Ohta and Motoo Kimura, “On the Constancy of the Evolutionary Rate
of Cistrons,” Journal of Molecular Evolution 1 (1971): 18–25; Ohta, “Evolutionary Rate of
Cistrons,” 150–57; Kimura, Neutral Theory of Molecular Evolution.
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These hypotheses form the conceptual backbone of subsequent
studies that explore the mechanisms governing the accumulation of
genetic variation in populations. They oﬀer a convenient framework
within which to implement scientiﬁc method for studying mutation
rates and their implications. The conclusions resulting from such studies are equally informative whether the hypotheses are ultimately accepted or rejected. Additionally, the implications of acceptance or
rejection of these hypotheses are extremely well explored in the theoretical literature. Thus, using them as a framework for research endows
the researcher with the power to interpret experimental results easily.
Despite the fact that they are often rejected, they have persisted as scientiﬁc tools that allow researchers the freedom to set up a predeﬁned
set of conditions, the rejection of which is often more interesting than
acceptance would be.
Genetic drift and the probability that a mutant allele will become
ﬁxed. When a mutation takes place in a gene at a particular locus (the
physical location of the gene on its respective chromosome), a new
genetic variant, or allele, is born. Initially, a new allele exists at a very
low frequency in a population; there is only one copy of it out of all
of the chromosomes in all of the individuals in a population who
possess it. If that new allele is to eventually be “successful” and become the standard version of the gene in the population, it must displace all alternative alleles and reach a frequency of 100 percent—it
must become ﬁxed. If, however, the allele is not “successful,” it will
eventually go completely extinct. This latter case is much more likely
because of the low frequency at which the new allele starts out. It is
possible, though, for the frequency of the allele in the population to
remain constant under certain circumstances in a relatively isolated
population that exists at a constantly large eﬀective size.
Genetic drift is the idea that within a small eﬀective population—
that is, the number of individuals who are responsible for parenting
children—random error causes successive generations to have slightly
diﬀerent allele frequencies due to the chance association of gametes,
resulting in greater ﬂuctuations in allele frequencies than if an eﬀective
population were very large. In large populations, new mutations have
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very little chance of becoming ﬁxed or of even perpetuating for very
long. If the eﬀective population size is small, however, mutant alleles
may become ﬁxed much more easily because of the increased eﬀect of
genetic drift.
A real-world example governed by the same principle upon which
genetic drift is based is a coin ﬂip. Each possible result (heads or tails)
may have a 50 percent chance of occurring, but in practice what actually happens depends on how many times the coin is ﬂipped. Flip it
10 times and you may get, purely by chance, 4 heads and 6 tails—40
percent to 60 percent—which is not very close to the 50–50 split you
predicted, even though the actual number of heads and tails tallied is
only 1 oﬀ the prediction. Flip the coin 100 times and you may get 45
heads and 55 tails—45 percent to 55 percent—which is closer to your
prediction, even though the actual number of heads and tails tallied is
now 5 oﬀ the prediction. Now ﬂip it 1,000 times, and you may get 490
heads and 510 tails—49 percent to 51 percent. Each time you increase
the sample size an order of magnitude, you get closer to the predicted
ratio of heads to tails. If you were to ﬂip the coin an inﬁnite number of
times (which is not realistic, but for the sake of this example let’s allow
this extreme situation), you will most likely ﬂip almost exactly 50 percent heads and 50 percent tails.
To make this example more similar to genetic drift, let’s pretend
that when you ﬂip the coin the ﬁrst 10 times, the results you tally actually determine the ratio of probabilities governing the next 10 ﬂips.
The ﬁrst 10 times you ﬂip the coin, you tally 4 heads and 6 tails. That
result dictates that the probability of getting a head is now 40 percent
and that of getting a tail 60 percent for the next set of 10 ﬂips. With
the probability of flipping a tail now increased, chances are good
(50-50, to be precise) that the next set of 10 ﬂips will weight the ratio
even more in favor of tails. If this pattern continues, it will not take
many sets of ﬂips for the probability of ﬂipping a tail to become 100
percent. If you were to increase the number of ﬂips per set to 100,
however, it would take longer for this to happen because each set of
ﬂips would most likely be closer to the predicted ratio. In fact, each
time you increase the number of ﬂips per set an order of magnitude,
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you would decrease the probability that random error would have a
signiﬁcant eﬀect on the actual long-term results. This is exactly what
makes allele frequencies drift in small populations. Each time there is
a random error that makes the allele frequencies of a generation different from those of the one that precedes it, the probability of transmitting that allele to a subsequent generation changes in proportion.
In this way, molecular evolution can take place even if no one allele
has a distinct advantage or disadvantage.
The effect of selection on mutations in populations. Mutations
must achieve a relative frequency of 100 percent in a population—
that is, they must become ﬁxed—to have a lasting evolutionary effect. However, most new alleles must travel a bumpy road to get to
that point. According to neutral theory, most mutations are at least
somewhat deleterious and are not perpetuated very long because the
detrimental eﬀects of deleterious mutations often result in decreased
fitness, meaning that the organism possessing the mutation usually has fewer oﬀspring than organisms of the same species that do
not possess the mutation. The relative frequency of the mutant allele
therefore decreases in the population from generation to generation.
This decrease in ﬁtness is said to be the eﬀect of natural selection, or
the idea that nature will determine how advantageous or disadvantageous a genetic variant is, just like a farmer may determine which domesticated animals he or she will breed based on desirable physical
characteristics. In both cases, desirable variants are perpetuated, one
by a discerning farmer and the other by nature itself.
If the environment in which an organism lives changes, however, the
ﬁtness of the organism may also change. One example of the diﬀerential inﬂuence of environmental conditions on ﬁtness might be that of a
woman with diabetes. If she is not under the care of a physician, she may
have serious problems and not be able to bear children without drastically reducing her probability of survival. If, however, she is introduced
to an expert endocrinologist specializing in diabetic care and has access
to synthetically produced human insulin, she can lead a very normal
life. The ﬁrst case would result in the woman having a reduced ﬁtness,
while the second would potentially result in her relatively normal ﬁtness.
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Although this is probably an oversimpliﬁed example, it illustrates how a
change in environmental conditions may bring about a change in ﬁtness.
Another example might be a person who has sickle-cell anemia. In most
places in the world, sickle-cell anemia results in a dangerous condition,
especially during pregnancy, which can exacerbate the sickle-cell condition. It has been found, however, that people who are carriers of the
sickle-cell trait are somewhat resistant to malaria. This may not have a
signiﬁcant eﬀect in the United States, where malaria has been eradicated;
but in Africa, where malaria is common and causes 2.7 million deaths
per year,²⁶ it may make a big diﬀerence. Not coincidentally, the highest incidence of sickle-cell anemia corresponds to those areas in which
malaria is endemic and widespread.²⁷ This associated trait of increased
resistance to malaria may be why sickle-cell anemia still persists in the
world despite its extremely detrimental side eﬀects.
Unlike the sickle-cell allele, which bestows a benefit in certain
places of the world when it is possessed by a carrier, most detrimental alleles will not be maintained in a population. Generally speaking,
if a mutation is deleterious, it most probably will not become ﬁxed in
a population because deleterious alleles are more likely to result in a
decrease in the number of oﬀspring than are advantageous and neutral alleles. Due to genetic drift, however, a slightly deleterious allele
may have a much greater chance of becoming ﬁxed in a small eﬀective
population because the inﬂuence of genetic drift becomes stronger as
population size decreases. Because of this, alleles that may be deemed
detrimental in large populations and gradually disappear due to natural selection are said to be “eﬀectively neutral” in smaller populations²⁸
because they do not disappear, despite detrimental eﬀects.
26. Malaria Foundation International at www.malaria.org (accessed 23 October 2003).
27. A. Ashley-Koch, Q. Yang, and R. S. Olney, “Sickle Hemoglobin (HbS) Allele and
Sickle Cell Disease: A HuGE Review,” American Journal of Epidemiology 151 (2000):
839–45; Wylie Burke, “Genomics as a Probe for Disease Biology,” New England Journal of
Medicine 349 (2003): 969–74.
28. Lindell Bromham and David Penny, “The Modern Molecular Clock,” Nature
Reviews: Genetics 4 (2003): 216–24.
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If a mutation is advantageous, almost the opposite is true. The
recipient of an advantageous allele will, on average, bear more
children, resulting in a faster increase in allele frequency than if
it had not been advantageous. Advantageous alleles thus generally
become fixed in a population relatively quickly. However, mutations resulting in new advantageous alleles are extremely rare according to neutral theory, so the accumulation of advantageous
alleles is an inherently slow process, taking literally thousands of
generations. Unlike detrimental alleles, advantageous alleles have
less chance of becoming fixed in small populations. It may seem
peculiar for genetic drift to have opposite effects on advantageous
and deleterious alleles, but this serves a useful purpose in acting
as a leveling influence in the evolutionary processes within small
populations; increasing the probability of fixation among deleterious alleles while decreasing the probability of fixation among advantageous alleles results in both extremes behaving more nearly
neutrally over time.
Genetic drift also acts on allelic variants originating in uniparental (or haploid) DNA—the maternally inherited mitochondrial genomes and paternally inherited Y chromosomes. Generally
speaking, however, the random error associated with haploid alleles
is roughly twice that associated with biparentally inherited (or diploid) alleles,²⁹ meaning that the eﬀect of genetic drift is ampliﬁed
among mitochondrial and Y-chromosome alleles because they are
inherited from only one parent. There are exceptions to this rule of
thumb owing to the variety of ways in which homologous alleles interact in biparentally inherited DNA (such as dominance, codominance, and recessiveness), but in each case haploid alleles should
theoretically experience more random error than diploid counterparts, resulting in selection having even less of an overall eﬀect.
These are some of the most basic of the scientiﬁc principles that
inﬂuence the dynamics of genetic variation in populations or factor
29. Philip W. Hedrick, Genetics of Populations, 2nd ed. (Sudbury, Mass.: Jones and
Bartlett, 2000), 64.
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into the question of human genetic ancestry. Although I have not yet
addressed the probability of recovering a genetic signature from a
single family migrating 2,600 years ago, I have presented all the pertinent scientiﬁc concepts that will assist me in doing so. What follows
is a scientiﬁc approach to estimating this probability, be it high, low,
or somewhere in between.

Theory behind Scientiﬁc Method
and Population Genetics
One of the most basic claims made by critics of the Book of
Mormon based on human population genetic data is that the Book
of Mormon story line presents a testable hypothesis. The fundamental assumption of this claim is that it is possible to recover the
genetic signature of a small migrating family 2,600 years in the past.
They further claim that the fact that no Middle Eastern genetic signature has been recovered indicates that the Book of Mormon is
ﬁctitious. These claims and associated assumptions have not been
critically evaluated in light of scientiﬁc method and population genetic theory, the most basic scientiﬁc principles connected with the
analysis of human population genetic data. In this section of the essay I will carry out the thought exercises necessary to evaluate the
claim that the Book of Mormon story line is a testable hypothesis
and the assumption that it is possible to recover the genetic signature of Lehi or Mulek.
Scientiﬁc Method
The foundational philosophical assumption of scientiﬁc method
must first be emphasized and, indeed, cannot be overemphasized:
Nothing in science can be proven; hypotheses can only be rejected. In
fact, rejectability is the central criterion of a hypothesis. If an idea is
not rejectable, it is not a hypothesis nor can it be tested. Therefore, in
the context of the present discussion we must clearly deﬁne the central
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essential question, identify alternative testable hypotheses for this question, and characterize the implications of each.³⁰
The essential question as identiﬁed at the beginning of this review is as follows: Is it possible to detect an ancient genetic signature of a small migrating family, such as the family of Lehi or Mulek?
Competing hypotheses relative to this essential question include the
null hypothesis (the hypothesis that, upon rejection, would leave only
one other alternative possibility such that interpretation of results is
unambiguous), which might be phrased as follows: Based on the currently understood principles of science, it is possible to recover such
a genetic signature. If the null hypothesis is rejected upon the analysis
of available data, however, we are forced to accept the alternative hypothesis: It is not possible to recover such a genetic signature. These
hypotheses may be more formally written thus:
H0: It is possible to recover the ancient genetic signature of small
migrating families.
Ha: It is not possible to recover the ancient genetic signature of
small migrating families.
If we fail to reject H0, implications may include the following:
• Current human genetic data may not support the veracity of
the Book of Mormon, but neither does it force us to reject it—if there
were additional sampling, it might be possible to support the Book of
Mormon story line but never to discredit it.
• Detractors of the Book of Mormon have no basis for their
claims when relying solely on human genetic data because the Book
of Mormon story line does not present a rejectable hypothesis based
on the genetic signature question.
30. For more on the hypothesis approach taken by science and how it applies
to the Book of Mormon, see Michael F. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of Mormon:
A Phylogenetic Perspective,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 24–35;
D. Jeﬀrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 42–44.
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Alternatively, if we do reject H0, we are forced to accept Ha, that it
is not possible to recover the genetic signature. If that were the case,
the following would be true:
• Current human genetic data cannot be used to support or reject the veracity of the Book of Mormon, and no amount of data will
ever be suﬃcient to do so because it is not possible to ﬁnd the genetic
signature of Lehi or Mulek.
• Detractors of the Book of Mormon have no basis for their
claims based on human genetic data since it is impossible to answer
the essential question relative to these data.
Therefore, although on the surface it would appear that the lack
of genetic evidence to support the Book of Mormon story line implies
that it is false, the fact remains that, regardless of whether or not it is
possible to recover the ancient genetic signature of a small migrating
family, we cannot discount the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon
based on the implications of its story line using the scientiﬁc method.
The validity of the Book of Mormon story line is not testable because
it does not present a rejectable hypothesis. Genetic data can never be
used to invalidate these claims; its only possible use would be to support them.
This thought exercise has not yet approached the question
of whether it is possible to recover the genetic signature of Lehi or
Mulek, but it has presented logic suggesting that it really does not
matter. Detractors have no basis for their claims that current human
genetic data calls into question the story line of the Book of Mormon.
Current genetic data cannot, nor will any future data ever, falsify the
Book of Mormon story line. The claim that Lehi left Jerusalem and
settled in the Americas cannot be rejected based on the philosophy
of scientiﬁc method, the most powerful secular tool the people of the
world have ever had for generating knowledge.
Population Genetics Theory
The thought exercise presented above illustrates the need for and
use of testable hypotheses. The fundamental principles of population
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genetics have been framed and mathematically explored such that
truly testable hypotheses concerning the genetics of populations may
be generated if an adequate sampling of global variation is available.
Unlike some other branches of biology that may only be evaluated
qualitatively, population genetics has historically been dominated by
mathematicians and statisticians, resulting in its natural resemblance
to “hard sciences” like physics and chemistry. The theory behind population genetics constitutes a convenient conceptual framework from
which other quantitative ﬁelds of biology have emerged, entirely or in
part, such as phylogenetic systematics (the science of reconstructing
genetic relationships, or gene genealogies, based on genetic variation),
molecular evolution (the science of inferring patterns of molecular
change from extant data), and more recently, bioinformatics (the science of using computational methods to analyze complex data structures and reveal biologically relevant information). The null hypotheses
generated from the basic concepts of population genetics represent a
set of default predictions by which the characteristics of empirical data
may be ascertained. By rejecting null hypotheses, researchers can easily
establish what has not occurred and, by default, what most likely did
occur. The use of null hypotheses therefore presents a powerful strategy by which important information may be revealed.
As discussed above, the segregation of chromosomes during meiosis results in any given autosomal allele (alleles found on chromosomes
other than the X or Y chromosomes) having a random chance of being maternal or paternal in origin within gametes. This is not true for
the inheritance of the mitochondrial genome, which is entirely maternal in origin, or for the Y chromosome, which is entirely paternal in
origin. Thus, the human genome—and that of any other species with
sexually dimorphic chromosomes (such as X and Y)—possesses both
double-copy biparental genetic information (a diploid component) that
has possibly undergone recombination prior to inheritance, and singlecopy uniparental genetic information (a haploid component) that is basically composed of a clone of the parental copy. The Y chromosome,
however, still has a random chance of being inherited by any given
oﬀspring (depending on the ratio of X- and Y-chromosomal sperm in
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the population of male gametes), whereas the mitochondrial genome is
maternally inherited by all oﬀspring.
Both uniparental and biparental alleles become ﬁxed in a population in the same way: the chromosomal lineage of the individual
from which an allele originated must grow in numbers until all other
lineages are extinct and no other alleles exist at that locus in any
member of the population. When new adaptive alleles arise through
mutation, they can spread by means of natural selection throughout
the population regardless of its size, given enough time and ﬂow of
genetic information.³¹ New alleles, however, may also spread quickly
by genetic drift when historical populations are extremely small,
whether the allele is adaptive or not. Although the two homogenizing
principles of natural selection and genetic drift have the same result,
it is statistically possible to diﬀerentiate them from one another and
from other historical phenomena using complex yet elegant statistical approaches.³² This science of teasing apart genetic information to
reveal complex dynamics has seen many recent advances³³ and has
become a powerful diagnostic tool for reconstructing the historical
events from which present-day genetic variation originated.
The Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium principle. When Mendel’s research was rediscovered in the early 1900s, there was an initial sentiment that Mendelism was fundamentally at odds with Darwinism
because Charles Darwin (1809–1882) had proposed a different
mechanism of inheritance. However, a small portion of the scientiﬁc community sought to harmonize the discoveries of Darwin and
Mendel. Due in part to the early work of Reginald Crundall Punnett
(1875–1967) to explain and illustrate Mendelian concepts using what
31. See Brian Stubbs, “Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of Population
Mixing,” in this number, pages 165–82.
32. Nicolas Galtier, Frantz Depaulis, and Nicholas H. Barton, “Detecting Bottlenecks
and Selective Sweeps from DNA Sequence Polymorphism,” Genetics 155 (2000): 981–87;
Rasmus Nielsen and John Wakeley, “Distinguishing Migration from Isolation: A Markov
Chain Monte Carlo Approach,” Genetics 158 (2001): 885–96.
33. Rebecca L. Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal in Human Populations: Retracing
the Past from the Present,” Science 291 (2001): 1742–48.
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has since become known as a Punnett square, it became much easier
for the scientiﬁc community to reconcile these two principles that
now codominate biological thought. Punnett was convinced that under speciﬁc circumstances, multiple alleles at a single locus within
a population could exist at equilibrium frequencies with no eventual ﬁxation. Others had tried to describe this system but were unable to succeed with satisfactory results.³⁴ Punnett took his ideas to
a prominent mathematician, Godfrey H. Hardy (1877–1947), who in
1908 published the ﬁrst equations to accurately describe allelic frequency equilibria.³⁵ Wilhelm Weinberg (1862–1937) published similar ﬁndings that same year,³⁶ so the description became known as the
Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium principle. An allele system that is able
to remain in equilibrium, they predicted, would have a speciﬁc set
of characteristics, now known as the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions.
These assumptions include:
• Completely neutral variants. No allele at a given locus has a selective advantage over any alternative allele. Also, no allele at a given
locus has a selective disadvantage relative to any alternative allele.
• No mutation. No new allele will be created by any mutation process. Also, no allelic variant will go extinct due to a mutational reversal.
• No migration. There will be no genetic ﬂow of information
by reason of the physical movement and subsequent mating of individuals from diﬀerent populations.
34. G. Udny Yule, “Mendel’s Laws and Their Probable Relations to Intra-racial
Heredity,” New Phytologist 1 (1902): 193–207; William E. Castle, “The Laws of Heredity
of Galton and Mendel, and Some Laws Governing Race Improvement by Selection,”
Proceedings of the American Academy of Arts and Sciences 38 (1903): 535–48, reprinted as
“Mendel’s Law of Heredity,” Science 18 (1903): 396–406; Karl Pearson, “On a Generalised
Theory of Alternative Inheritance, with Special Reference to Mendel’s Laws,” Philosophical
Transactions of the Royal Society of London: Series A . . . 203 (1904): 53–86.
35. Godfrey H. Hardy, “Mendelian Proportion in a Mixed Population,” Science 28
(1908): 49–50.
36. Wilhelm Weinberg, “Über den Nachweis der Vererbung beim Menschen,”
Jahreshefte des Vereins für Vaterländische Naturkunde in Württemberg, Stuttgart 64 (1908):
368–82; English translation “On the Demonstration of Heredity in Man,” in Papers on
Human Genetics, ed. S. H. Boyer (Englewood Cliﬀs, N.J.: Prentice Hall, 1963), 4–15.

62 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

• Constant, nearly infinite population size. The size of the
breeding population within a given group of individuals will remain
extremely large and completely constant through time as a result of
constant and equal rates of birth and death in the population.
• Completely random mate choice. All potential mates have an
equal probability of being chosen by any other potential mate of the
opposite gender.
Although the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions appear ridiculously
impractical and incapable of being met by a natural population, it is
truly amazing how often alleles in ordinary populations are found to
be in equilibrium. In reality, the requisite primary criterion is that
there must not be signiﬁcant violations of the assumptions. Obvious
violations, however, will always result in deviations from expected allele frequencies.
Violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions. The HardyWeinberg assumptions must hold if genetic signatures are to be
maintained relative to autosomal alleles, sex-chromosome alleles,
and mitochondrial alleles. Violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions will result in changes in allele frequency, with the more
blatant violations resulting in greater changes. However, all alleles
are not created equal. Violations of these assumptions will have a
greater eﬀect on X-chromosome alleles than autosomal alleles and
a greater eﬀect on mitochondrial and Y-chromosome alleles than on
X-chromosome alleles. This phenomenon is based on chromosomal
population size. There are two copies of each autosomal locus, one
on each homologous chromosome in a pair—in other words, they
are diallelic. There are also two copies of each X-chromosome locus
in women because women have two X chromosomes, but only one
in males because they have only one X chromosome. Finally, there
is always just one copy of each mitochondrial and Y-chromosome
locus because these linkage groups do not possess homologs. These
diﬀerences in relative population sizes mean that random error has
diﬀerent inﬂuences among these linkage groups. As discussed above,
the smaller the population size is, the greater the inﬂuence of genetic
drift will be. Genetic drift results from a violation of the population-
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size assumption. Violations of the other assumptions are also dependent on population size: the smaller the population size is, the
greater the eﬀect of the violation will be. Therefore, eﬀects of violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions will generally be ampliﬁed
among mitochondrial and Y-chromosome loci. The lone exception
to this is the violation of the assumption of random mate choice, because mitochondrial and Y-chromosome loci are not diallelic.
The violation of each Hardy-Weinberg assumption has been
shown to have a speciﬁc dynamic eﬀect in a population; these eﬀects
have been demonstrated over and over, both algebraically and empirically. The following are the predicted results of violations of these
assumptions:
• Selection. According to neutral theory, neutral allele frequencies will ﬂuctuate randomly until they become ﬁxed (reach 100
percent) or go extinct (reach 0 percent). Thus, in the long term they
will either replace all other alleles at that locus or disappear from the
population altogether. The rate at which this is achieved is completely
dependent on the size of the eﬀective population.
If, however, there is diﬀerential reproductive success among individuals in the population, the assumption of neutrality is violated and
natural selection has a signiﬁcant inﬂuence. If possession of an allelic
variant results in an increase in reproductive success—that is, if the
allele is positively selected—the likelihood that the allele will eventually become ﬁxed goes up and the path toward ﬁxation becomes less
stochastic and more direct. The greater the reproductive success, the
faster the increase in relative frequency. Conversely, if possession of
an allelic variant results in a decrease in reproductive success—if the
allele is negatively selected—the likelihood that the allele will eventually become ﬁxed decreases. The greater the decrease in reproductive
success, the faster the allele will go extinct.
• Mutation. Mutation results in the introduction of new alleles into a population. New mutations may also result in molecular
reversals (the creation of a new allele by mutation and the subsequent
mutation back to the original state), parallelisms (occurrences of the
same mutation independently in related lineages), and convergences
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(mutations that independently produce the same result in unrelated
lineages), although the probability is small that they will do so. New
mutations may also produce either more advantageous or deleterious
alleles, which are also violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumption
of no selection. Regardless of the characteristics of the mutation, the
creation of a new allele results in the new variant achieving a nonzero
relative frequency, which thus also changes at least one other allele
frequency, even if not by very much. This change in allele frequencies
would result in the evolution of the population, albeit only slightly.
Mutation is by itself a very weak evolutionary force. However,
when it is coupled with another of the violations of the HardyWeinberg equilibrium, like selection or a change in population size,
the result is often a very potent combination of evolutionary forces
that can change the genetic signature of a population in a relatively
short period of time. There is also evidence to suggest that an increase in mutation rate is often favored upon colonization of a new
environment where adaptation is required.³⁷
• Migration. In terms of population genetics, migration is not
merely the physical movement of individuals but the exchange of genetic information, or gene ﬂow, between populations. Migration has
the potential of introducing new alleles into a population in much the
same way as mutation does but with the possibility of a greater frequency of occurrence. Migration also has the added eﬀect of potentially increasing the eﬀective population size beyond the actual size of
a single population. Furthermore, it increases endemic heterozygosity
(the frequency of individuals who possess more than one allelic variant at a particular locus—one on each homologous chromosome).
Like selection, migration can be a potent evolutionary mechanism resulting in relatively speedy evolution of genes. If migration is coupled
37. J. Arjan G. M. de Visser et al., “Diminishing Returns from Mutation Supply
Rate in Asexual Populations,” Science 283 (1999): 404–6; Antoine Giraud et al., “Costs
and Beneﬁts of High Mutation Rates: Adaptive Evolution of Bacteria in the Mouse Gut,”
Science 291 (2001): 2606–8.
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with another evolutionary force, it becomes even more potent, resulting in faster rates of molecular change.
• Change in population size. The relationship between population size and the probability of ﬁxation connotes that if a population grows in size, it becomes harder for alleles to become fixed
under neutral conditions. The converse is also true: if a population decreases in size, it becomes easier for alleles to become ﬁxed.
Population bottlenecks, such as when epidemic disease or warfare
drastically contracts the size of the eﬀective population, and colonization (or founder events), in which a new population with a small
eﬀective size is founded in isolation, may both result in a general lack
of diversity because the rate of ﬁxation may exceed the rate of mutation. Thus, a researcher may infer that a bottleneck may have taken
place if there is an obvious lack of variation among the members of a
historical population.
• Nonrandom mating. The most common form of nonrandom
mating is inbreeding. Inbreeding takes place when individuals mate
with those to whom they are related. This results in the disproportional expression of rare recessive alleles, which can result in a decrease in reproductive success. The avoidance of inbreeding is the
justiﬁcation behind laws that prohibit the marriage of siblings and
ﬁrst cousins in the United States. Even when deleterious alleles do not
increase in relative frequency, inbreeding can result in a decrease in
heterozygosity. Outcrossing, the avoidance of inbreeding, can restore
levels of heterozygosity relatively quickly; but if inbreeding results in
the prolonged isolation of a lineage, outcrossing may not be possible
because reproductive success may be too low for the production of
oﬀspring.
Generally speaking, these violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions all result in the genetic signature of the population in
question changing relative to what it had historically been. These evolutionary forces cause changes in allele frequencies that, given certain
conditions, may change the fundamental genetic characteristics of
the lineage. Nevertheless, some equilibrium violations are more likely
to result in substantive change than others.
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When evolutionary forces are combined, greater change becomes
more likely and even expected. The primary caveat of the study of
population genetics is that there are always situations in which it is
impossible to reconstruct the characteristics of past evolutionary
events. Violations of the Hardy-Weinberg assumptions are generally
assumed not to have occurred unless there is extrinsic evidence available that indicates to the contrary. This is the primary reason why the
results of population studies must be loosely interpreted.
Did the people of Lehi or Mulek violate Hardy-Weinberg assumptions?
Generally speaking, the Book of Mormon peoples violated most of the
Hardy-Weinberg assumptions presented above. Clearly, they violated the
assumptions of no migration and constant, large population size. These
violations included: (1) Lehi (1 Nephi 18:8–23) and Mulek (Helaman
6:10; 8:21) migrating to the Americas in small groups; (2) multiple accounts of groups that left the central population to colonize other lands,
like the initial split of the Nephites and the Lamanites (2 Nephi 5:5–6)
or the story of Hagoth building a ship and launching into the west sea
(Alma 63:5–8); (3) constant wars that killed thousands of people and
may have resulted in population bottlenecks (for example, Omni 1:3, 10,
24 through Mormon 6:10–14); (4) the catastrophes prior to the coming of Christ to the Americas in which thousands of people lost their
lives (3 Nephi 8:5–18); (5) groups that dissented and separated themselves from the main body of Nephites (such as the Zoramites in Alma
31:8); (6) partitioning of major populations into cultural tribes and subdivisions (referred to as “-ites” as in 4 Nephi 1:17, 36–37); (7) secondary
contact between Nephite dissenters and Lamanites resulting in gene ﬂow
(e.g., Alma 21:2–3; 25:4); and (8) secondary contact between the AntiNephi-Lehies who converted and left the Lamanites to live among the
Nephites (Alma 23:17–18; 27:25–27).
The assumption of no selection may also have been violated when
the people journeyed through the wilderness in the Old World (see
1 Nephi 16:20, 35; 17:1–2 [a direct reference to bearing children amid
hardship], 21) and the New World (see Omni 1:27–30) and experienced hardships due to expansion (as in Alma 63:5–8; Helaman 3:3–
4, 7, 9). They inhabited a new land that may have been very diﬀerent
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from the habitat endemic to Jerusalem and the rest of Israel. These
new environmental factors may have meant that alleles that were
neutral in the old environment became selectively advantageous,
while formerly advantageous alleles may have become neutral or
even detrimental. Alleles that proved to be advantageous would have
enjoyed a newfound reproductive success and spread throughout the
population, accumulating over successive generations. Although selection is deﬁnitely a possible violation of Hardy-Weinberg assumptions, it remains largely unclear as to whether it had a signiﬁcant inﬂuence or what that inﬂuence may have been, based on the Book of
Mormon story line.
Another potential violation of a Hardy-Weinberg assumption
may have been nonrandom mating. Although Lehi’s family brought
with them the family of Ishmael, all the mate choices from within the
founding population’s ﬁrst generation following the initial colonization would have been exclusively ﬁrst cousins, and most would have
been double ﬁrst cousins—that is, their fathers were brothers and their
mothers were sisters. Possible exceptions to this pattern would have
been the children of Zoram; their mother was a daughter of Ishmael
(1 Nephi 16:7) and therefore a sibling of either the husband or wife
of the other Lehite couples, but their father was probably genetically
unrelated to the rest of the party. It is also possible that some of the
children of Laman, Lemuel, and the sons of Ishmael, once their parents
became separated from the other colonists (2 Nephi 5:5–6), may have
produced oﬀspring with partners originating from native populations,
thus not allowing an Israelitish mitochondrial genome to be passed on
among those lineages.³⁸
There is, however, no reason to suspect the mutation rate to
have changed, although fewer allelic variants are produced in a
38. See Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” in this number. It is not even certain that the
members of Lehi’s party brought any distinctively Israelitish genetic markers with them
when they arrived. See Matthew Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship
Relations, Genes, and Genealogy,” in this number, pages 129–64; John M. Butler, “A
Few Thoughts from a Believing DNA Scientist,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1
(2003): 36–37.
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small population than in a large population as a result. Mutation,
as explained above, is a very weak evolutionary force, so it probably would not have had a great effect by itself anyway. It is true
that higher rates of mutation may be favored upon colonizing novel
environments, but there is no direct Book of Mormon evidence that
this was the case.
Human Genetics and Genealogical Inference
If genetic change is constant, we should be able to accurately trace
racial and lineal ancestry, right? As discussed above, there is a speciﬁc set
of circumstances under which this would be true, but in reality these circumstances generally have not been met within the recorded history of
humankind. Implicit assumptions that must be invoked in tracing ancestry
using genetic information include the following: (1) the sample population
has had a large and relatively constant eﬀective size; (2) the population has
been largely reproductively isolated from other populations; and (3) the
majority of the genetic variations used to trace the population’s ancestry
and infer historical relationships have become ﬁxed in the sample populations and, in eﬀect, represent diagnostic markers. In most organisms, these
are pretty fair assumptions; but humans have deviated considerably from
this model. There has been recent exponential population growth among
human beings in most areas of the world, and our capacity and propensity
for movement have always been such that, even thousands of years ago,
most populations were far from genetically isolated.³⁹ As a result, there has
been a continuous historical ﬂow of genetic information among most of
the world’s populations.⁴⁰ These violations of the most basic of assumptions have resulted in the human gene pool being “profoundly diﬀerent”
from that of other higher primates, such as chimpanzees,⁴¹ within which
39. For two strictly numerical studies of the rate at which human gene ﬂow can progress, see Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” and Stubbs, “Elusive Israel,” both in this number.
40. Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal,” 1742–48.
41. Pascal Gagneux et al., “Mitochondrial Sequences Show Diverse Evolutionary
Histories of African Hominoids,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA 96
(1999): 5077–82.
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genetic variation is more diverse in a single social group than in the entire human race!⁴² Researchers studying historical human genetic variation
must therefore be very careful with their experimental design; they must
try to sample only those populations that they have reason to believe have
been relatively stable and isolated through the relevant period of history.
Analytical concerns. Alan Templeton, a world-famous researcher
and expert on the analysis of population genetic information working out of Washington University in St. Louis, and others, including Keith Crandall, a professor of integrative biology, microbiology,
and molecular biology at Brigham Young University, have outlined
a research protocol that may help avoid these problems.⁴³ When
Templeton applied this new technique to the analysis of human genetic population structure, one of his primary conclusions was that
human populations have experienced ubiquitous genetic interchange
throughout their history.⁴⁴ He underscored the idea that although a
population may have a strong genetic signature originating from a
particular geographic location, there is nearly always some genetic
variation that cannot be explained by the predominant hypothesis.
Rather than discounting this unexplained variation, he maintained
that it is an indication that variation from other sources may have a
signiﬁcant inﬂuence, even though the source of the information may
not be ascertainable.
Templeton also found that diﬀerent types of DNA varied in their
ability to resolve questions of range expansion, long-distance dispersal, and isolation by distance factors, largely owing to the ways in
which the particular type of DNA recombines or does not recombine.
Mitochondrial DNA does not recombine at all, and Y chromosomes
may recombine with X chromosomes in some regions but not in others. X chromosomes and autosomal chromosomes (chromosome pairs
1–22), however, recombine among homologs relatively frequently.
42. Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal,” 1742–48.
43. D. Posada, Keith A. Crandall, and Alan R. Templeton, “GeoDis: A Program for
the Cladistic Nested Analysis of the Geographical Distribution of Genetic Haplotypes,”
Molecular Ecology 9 (2000): 487–88.
44. Alan R. Templeton, “Out of Africa Again and Again,” Nature 416 (2002): 45–51.
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Implementation of a given type of DNA in population-based studies may require a unique experimental design because recombination
blurs analytical results, making interpretation of the data ambiguous.
For example, it has been demonstrated that the mitochondrial genome
and the nonrecombining portion of the Y chromosome are subject to a
large degree of stochastic error because they do not recombine, meaning that any calculations of timing of divergences resulting from analysis of these molecules should be seen as uncertain estimates.⁴⁵ One
study based on a marker on the Y chromosome concluded that the
common ancestor of all living males lived 270,000 years ago, but the 95
percent conﬁdence interval placed on this value means eﬀectively that
this common ancestor may have lived at any time between yesterday
and 800,000 years in the past.⁴⁶ When considering uniparental, nonrecombining DNA, uncertainty is the rule of thumb, and results must be
considered gross estimates, the exact value of which is completely dependent on inﬂuential factors such as natural selection, eﬀective population size, and the degree of gene ﬂow.
Most surviving mutations in the mitochondrial genome have been
shown to be selectively neutral, but this is not necessarily true in the
nuclear genome. When the eﬀective female population is small—that
is, when only limited numbers of the females in the population do all of
the childbearing—population genetics theory predicts that mutations
may become ﬁxed more quickly in mitochondrial genomes, resulting in
overestimates of the timing of coalescence (the approximate date when
an ancestor may have lived from which an extant variation originated).⁴⁷
Likewise, when gene ﬂow between populations is prevalent, populations
evolve much more slowly and as if they are much larger; but if gene ﬂow
is sparse, populations will evolve independently and much more quickly.
It is clear that techniques used to resolve interspecies relationships
45. Masatoshi Nei and Gregory Livshits, “Genetic Relationships of Europeans, Asians
and Africans and the Origin of Modern Homo sapiens,” Human Heredity 39 (1989): 276–81.
46. R. L. Dorit, Hiroshi Akashi, and W. Gilbert, “Absence of Polymorphism at the
ZFY Locus on the Human Y-Chromosome,” Science 268 (1995): 1183–85.
47. Jorde, Bamshad, and Rogers, “Using Mitochondrial and Nuclear DNA Markers,”
126–36.
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(which are generally not at the population level but at higher taxonomic
levels, where considering the eﬀects of these phenomena is not as important) should not be applied carte blanche to studies of populations
within species.⁴⁸ Even population-level genetic relationships should not
be equated with lineal genealogies. Thus, careful experimental design,
biologically appropriate methods, and conservative interpretation of results are a must.
Conclusions from empirical studies. A recent article addressing the
subject of historical Amerind (Native American) population genetics
underscores the perspective that conclusions resulting from the analysis of human genetic markers must be interpreted conservatively:
Human geneticists might be well advised to only modestly suggest that their suggestions with regard to the identification of population waves for archaeological consideration are simply exercises in speculation that have little
precision. Our research continues to document the unique
composition of genomes in space and time, but interpretations of the exact process by which genetic diversity has accumulated should be stated with greater caution, if it is to
have credibility among a broader range of disciplines. . . .
The diﬃculties that attend the appropriate incorporation of
information from biparentally inherited loci into the eﬀort
to reconstruct population history—an eﬀort that is the ultimate goal of most anthropological geneticists—can be only
broadly imagined on the basis of this example [the case of
the Amerinds presented in the article].⁴⁹
Thus, recovering a speciﬁc genetic signature, even one that may
have been of major historical importance, may not be possible.
Furthermore, if a genetic novelty is recovered and it is suspected
48. Templeton, “Out of Africa,” 45–51; Rebecca L. Cann, “Tangled Genetic Routes,”
Nature 416 (2002): 32–33.
49. O. Rickards et al., “mtDNA History of the Cayapa Amerinds of Ecuador:
Detection of Additional Founding Lineages for the Native American Populations,”
American Journal of Human Genetics 65 (1999): 519–30, quotation on 527–28.
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that it may correspond to a historical event, it may not be advisable
to suggest the correlation unless there are multiple lines of evidence.
It would be extremely inadvisable for any scientist to claim to have
found Lehi’s genetic signature, even if the claim was merely to have
recovered the remnant of a limited Middle Eastern migration. If my
research yielded such results, I would simply claim that other variants
exist that are not easily explained but that there may be some historical relationship or similarity to Old World genetic lineages with possible descendants in present-day Middle Eastern communities. Any
conclusions that go beyond the presentation of demonstrable data
would invite the scrutiny and criticism of the scientiﬁc community,
and rightly so. Conservatism in one’s conclusions should always be
the rule, never the exception.
Ancient DNA. The use of ancient DNA for studying human evolutionary relationships has experienced a moderate level of success.
For example, DNA was extracted from a Neanderthal (Homo neanderthalensis) fossil that was collected nearly 150 years ago from western
Germany. Results indicated that Neanderthals and modern humans
are four times more distantly related than the most divergent of human lineages⁵⁰ and conﬁrmed that no extant human is even partially
descended from a Neanderthal lineage.⁵¹ Ancient DNA obtained from
museum specimens has also been useful when inferring species relationships among extinct organisms such as the quagga, a zebra relative.⁵² Therefore, the use of DNA from preserved skeletal material and
mummies may be very useful in studying human origins and diversity.
However, studies incorporating ancient DNA must be interpreted with
more than usual care due to the high probability of spontaneous DNA
50. Matthias Krings et al., “Neanderthal DNA Sequences and the Origin of Modern
Humans,” Cell 90 (1997): 19–30.
51. Krings et al., “DNA Sequence of the Mitochondrial Hypervariable Region II,”
5581–85.
52. Russell G. Higuchi et al., “DNA Sequences from the Quagga, an Extinct Member
of the Horse Family,” Nature 312 (1984): 282–84; Russell G. Higuchi et al., “Mitochondrial
DNA of the Extinct Quagga: Relatedness and Extent of Postmortem Change,” Journal of
Molecular Evolution 25 (1987): 283–87.
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degradation and possible violations of the assumptions used to estimate genetic relationships (for instance, the possibility that the specimens do not originate from the same time frame or temporal context).
Results must be interpreted with a conservative eye to avoid conclusions that go beyond what is appropriate considering the nature of the
data and the accepted governing scientiﬁc principles.

Human Population Studies: A Brief Review
A haplotype (also termed a multilocus genotype) is a distinct variant of a group of linked loci. Strictly speaking, a haplotype may be
isolated for comparison by cutting homologous DNA sequences with
restriction enzymes to identify restriction fragment length polymorphisms (RFLPs), amplifying length variants in satellite DNA using
the polymerase chain reaction (PCR), sequencing a distinct region
of DNA to reveal nucleotide variation, or any number of different
techniques that distinguish derived genetic characters within a single
linkage group. Groups of haplotypes that share prominent features
are considered monophyletic (of a single origin) and are referred to as
haplogroups.
Relative to human population studies, haplotype information has
been gathered from many potential sources, including mitochondrial
genomes, Y chromosomes, and autosomal chromosomes. Several
correlations have been made between the molecular evolution of
these genetic markers and the development of regional linguistics.⁵³
In fact, cross-referencing genetic and linguistic studies provides
a rich context by which genetic information may be interpreted.
However, certain assumptions must be taken into account when
considering such a correlation, including the following: (1) once language families diverge, they never again exchange migrants—an idea
that is not supported by genetic evidence⁵⁴—and (2) genetic lineages
diverge quickly in small populations and slowly in large populations
53. Guido Barbujani, “DNA Variation and Language Aﬃnities,” American Journal of
Human Genetics 61 (1997): 1011–14.
54. Templeton, “Out of Africa,” 45–51.
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such that a molecular clock cannot be invoked.⁵⁵ Not surprisingly,
deﬁnite conclusions that explain all the observed genetic variations
are few.⁵⁶ Characterizing the dynamics of human population genetics
is a highly complex research pursuit and must be approached with a
certain degree of conservatism and skepticism.⁵⁷
Mitochondrial haplotypes. One of the ﬁrst very important human
population studies was performed in 1984 by a research group at the
University of California at Berkeley using 12 restriction enzymes that
produced polymorphisms relative to 441 cleavage sites in the human
mitochondrial genomes of 112 people from 4 continents. Of these
sites, 163 were polymorphic for cleavage, most likely due to a singlebase mutation that was most probably under very little functional
constraint. Although very few inferences regarding historical contact
or migrations were drawn from these data, the enormous amount of
genetic variation among humans, especially within the mitochondrial
genome, was an obvious conclusion of the study. It also revealed a type
of coevolution between the mitochondrial cytochrome oxidase subunit
2 and the nuclear cytochrome c genes, both of which are involved in
cellular energy production (as part of the electron transport chain) and
evolve roughly ﬁve times faster in primates (including humans) than in
rodents or ungulates. This study represented the most comprehensive
comparative study for closely related, complete mitochondrial genomes
of that period, but—of importance to the topic of this essay—this study
did not include any Native American samples.⁵⁸
The group at Berkeley followed up the 1984 study with a paper
published in the internationally prestigious scientiﬁc journal Nature.
This paper, entitled “Mitochondrial DNA and Human Evolution,”
has since become the foundation for the study of human population
55. Barbujani, “DNA Variation and Language Aﬃnities,” 1011–14.
56. Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal,” 1742–48. For an illustration of this complexity
speciﬁc to Native American origins, see Meldrum and Stephens, “Who Are the Children
of Lehi?” 40–44.
57. Rickards et al., “mtDNA History of the Cayapa Amerinds,” 519–30.
58. Rebecca L. Cann, Wesley M. Brown, and Allan C. Wilson, “Polymorphic Sites and
the Mechanism of Evolution in Human Mitochondrial DNA,” Genetics 106 (1984): 479–99.
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genetics. It drew upon restriction-map data from 147 people from 5
geographic populations, once again not including Native Americans.
The main conclusion of this study was that the common female ancestor of these sampled individuals lived about 200,000 years ago⁵⁹—
an individual who has since become known as “mitochondrial Eve.”
This controversial study has since been conﬁrmed multiple times, although the exact time frame and other details relative to our most
recent common female ancestor remain unclear.⁶⁰ Other questions
persist—most notably, To what extent does the history of a locus represent the history of a population?⁶¹
Some resolution has been achieved by correlating the results of
population genetics, archaeology, and linguistics. For example, it has
been suggested that one of the major routes of humans from Africa
to Eurasia (the combined European and Asian continents) may
have been across Saudi Arabia, through Iraq and Iran, dispersing
59. Rebecca L. Cann, Mark Stoneking, and Allan C. Wilson, “Mitochondrial DNA
and Human Evolution,” Nature 325 (1987): 31–36.
60. Ibid.; Horai et al., “Recent African Origin of Modern Humans,” 532–36; Thomas D.
Kocher and Allan C. Wilson, “Sequence Evolution of Mitochondrial DNA in Humans and
Chimpanzees: Control Region and a Protein-Coding Region,” in Evolution of Life: Fossils,
Molecules, and Culture, ed. Syozo Osawa and Tasuku Honjo (Tokyo: Springer-Verlag,
1991), 391–413; Linda Vigilant et al., “African Populations and the Evolution of Human
Mitochondrial DNA,” Science 253 (1991): 1503–7; Maryellen Ruvolo et al., “Mitochondrial
COII Sequences and Modern Human Origins,” Molecular Biology and Evolution 10 (1993):
1115–35; Yu-Sheng Chen et al., “Analysis of mtDNA Variation in African Populations
Reveals the Most Ancient of All Human Continent-Specific Haplogroups,” American
Journal of Human Genetics 57 (1995): 133–49; Elizabeth Watson et al., “Mitochondrial
Footprints of Human Expansions in Africa,” American Journal of Human Genetics 61
(1997): 691–704; Yu-Sheng Chen et al., “mtDNA Variation in the South African Kung
and Khwe—and Their Genetic Relationships to Other African Populations,” American
Journal of Human Genetics 66 (2000): 1362–83; Max Ingman et al., “Mitochondrial
Genome Variation and the Origin of Modern Humans,” Nature 408 (2000): 708–13; Jan
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to Pakistan and along the coasts of the Indian subcontinent to East
Asia, and then on to the islands of Micronesia, including Australia
and New Guinea. Archaeological evidence suggests that Australia has
experienced continuous human occupation for about the past 60,000
years, and it is clear that people have inhabited New Guinea for at
least 45,000 years.⁶² These approximate dates may be used to calibrate the molecular clock emergent from genetic studies such that the
timing of each event along the route of migration may be inferred.⁶³
This, however, is the approximate limit of the technique; only mass
migrations may be inferred, and only with a degree of uncertainty,
and only if there is corroborating evidence. Details relative to historical human migration may be achieved without correlating these
three lines of support, but only at the cost of uncertainty as to absolute dates and unsubstantiated assumptions.
The historical population structure of Native Americans may be characterized by the four major haplogroups A, B, C, and D.⁶⁴ All have been associated with an Asian origin. There also are more rare haplotypes that do
not appear to be part of haplogroups A–D. These “other” haplotypes⁶⁵ form
a monophyletic haplogroup⁶⁶ that is curiously similar to the uncommon
62. Richard G. Roberts, Rhys Jones, and M. A. Smith, “Beyond the Radiocarbon
Barrier in Australian Prehistory,” Antiquity 68 (1994): 611–16.
63. Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal,” 1742–48.
64. Theodore G. Schurr et al., “Amerindian Mitochondrial DNAs Have Rare Asian
Mutations at High Frequencies, Suggesting They Derived from Four Primary Maternal
Lineages,” American Journal of Human Genetics 46 (1990): 613–23; Antonio Torroni et
al., “Native American Mitochondrial DNA Analysis Indicates That the Amerind and
the Nadene Populations Were Founded by Two Independent Migrations,” Genetics 130
(1992): 153–62; Satoshi Horai et al., “Peopling of the Americas, Founded by Four Major
Lineages of Mitochondrial DNA,” Molecular Biology and Evolution 10 (1993): 23–47;
Rickards et al., “mtDNA History of the Cayapa Amerinds,” 519–30.
65. Peter Forster et al., “Origin and Evolution of Native American mtDNA Variation:
A Reappraisal,” American Journal of Human Genetics 59 (1996): 935–45; Rosaria Scozzari
et al., “mtDNA and Y Chromosome-Specific Polymorphisms in Modern Ojibwa:
Implications about the Origin of Their Gene Pool,” American Journal of Human Genetics
60 (1997): 241–44.
66. Antonio Torroni, “Mitochondrial DNA and the Origin of Native Americans,” in
America Past, America Present: Genes and Languages in the Americas and Beyond, ed. Colin
Renfrew (Cambridge: McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, 2000), 77–87.
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European and Druze (Israel) haplogroup X.⁶⁷ This haplogroup is currently
endemic to Native American groups in North America—including the
Ojibwa, Nuu-Chah-Nulth (Nootka), Sioux, Navajo, and Yakima⁶⁸—and
has also been identiﬁed among the Yanomami of the northern Amazon.⁶⁹
Accumulated ﬁxed diﬀerences between the “other” haplotypes of Native
Americans and the European/Druze haplogroup X indicate that they may
have had a common ancestor between 12,000 and 36,000 years ago,⁷⁰ representing a ﬁfth founding lineage of Native Americans.⁷¹ However, this
may be an overestimate if the original founding population was very small;
as discussed above, population size and the probability of ﬁxation have an
inverse relationship, so small historical populations may appear to be older
than they are if the assumption of constant, large population size is asserted
when no evidence to the contrary is forthcoming. The recent discovery
of a 9,300-year-old Caucasoid human skeleton buried near Kennewick,
Washington—the so-called Kennewick man⁷²—may provide an independent conﬁrmation of molecular ﬁndings surrounding haplogroup X
or, at the very least, allow for the possibility of Caucasoid habitation in the
Americas.⁷³
67. Antonio Torroni et al., “Classiﬁcation of European mtDNAs from an Analysis
of Three European Populations,” Genetics 144 (1996): 1835–50; Michael D. Brown et
al., “mtDNA Haplogroup X: An Ancient Link between Europe/Western Asia and North
America?” American Journal of Human Genetics 63 (1998): 1852–61.
68. Brown et al., “mtDNA Haplogroup X,” 1852–61.
69. Ruth D. Easton et al., “mtDNA Variation in the Yanomami: Evidence for
Additional New World Founding Lineages,” American Journal of Human Genetics 59
(1996): 213–25.
70. Brown et al., “mtDNA Haplogroup X,” 1852–61.
71. Torroni, “Mitochondrial DNA,” 77–87.
72. Virginia Morell, “Kennewick Man’s Trials Continue,” Science 280 (1998): 190–92.
73. Virginia Morell, “Genes May Link Ancient Eurasians, Native Americans,” Science
280 (1998): 520. I am not going to suggest that the Native American version of haplogroup
X may be that of the tribe of Lehi; such a claim could not be substantiated, especially if there
is a link with the confirmed age of Kennewick man. Nevertheless, the presence of haplogroup X and a Caucasoid skeleton in the Americas leaves open a possibility that other
lineages besides those of Asian descent may have contributed to the ancient admixture of
the Native American human population. Thus, far from suggesting otherwise, haplogroup
X demonstrates that a migration such as Lehi’s is not far-fetched but is actually consistent
with current DNA evidence. However, as discussed above, this proves nothing.
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Subsequent research has identified haplogroup X among the
Altaian people of south Siberia,⁷⁴ and some have suggested that this invalidates previous speculation of a Caucasoid ancestry for haplogroup
X;⁷⁵ but this suggestion is based on the speculation that haplogroup X
must originally have come from Asia because haplogroups A–D also
originate in Asia.⁷⁶ This explanation, however, does not account for the
fact that haplogroup X is found to be more widespread in Europe than
in Asia, while haplogroups A–D are not found in Europe. Far from determining that there was a single place of origin for Native Americans,
these new data underscore the possibility that X and A–D may be parts
of completely separate lineages. In general, without a proper outgroup
(DNA sequences that have a sister relationship to the study group
DNAs) to polarize the relationships of the population network, it is
nearly impossible to determine the point of origin.
Several possible conclusions may be consistent with these data,
including the following: (1) as presented by Derenko et al., that
Altaians represent the origin of the haplogroup⁷⁷ (which does not explain why Europeans and Israelis also possess it); (2) that haplogroup
X originated in Europe and migrated independently to south Siberia
and North America; (3) that haplogroup X originated in Europe and
migrated to Israel, south Siberia, and then on to North America;⁷⁸ or
even (4) that haplogroup X originated somewhere central to Europe
and Asia (perhaps near Israel) and migrated simultaneously in diﬀerent directions at the same time, arriving in North America as part of
the same dispersal (which is consistent with a scenario not unlike the
diaspora). Given that ﬂuctuations in population sizes may aﬀect the
rate at which variants become ﬁxed in populations,⁷⁹ none of these
hypotheses—or a host of other hypotheses that may or may not exhibit testable characteristics—can be veriﬁed. It is very possible that
74. Miroslava V. Derenko et al., “The Presence of Mitochondrial Haplogroup X in
Altaians from South Siberia,” American Journal of Human Genetics 69 (2001): 237–41.
75. Namely, Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 57–58.
76. Derenko et al., “Presence of Mitochondrial Haplogroup X,” 237–41.
77. As presented in ibid.
78. Suggested by Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 57–58.
79. Barbujani, “DNA Variation and Language Aﬃnities,” 1011–14.
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migrating populations originally represented only small subpopulations of a much bigger parent population; genetic drift may thus have
had a great eﬀect among founders, generating more ﬁxed diﬀerences
while at the same time ridding the population of a great percentage
of its within-population variation than is expected by chance alone.
Another haplotype, C10,⁸⁰ is found only among the Cayapa people
of Ecuador, who possess it in relatively high frequencies (30 percent).
C10 does not appear to be closely related to any other extant human
haplotype, although it appears that it may be loosely related to haplogroup C to the exclusion of haplogroups B and A. At best, haplotype
C10 represents a lineage that has a questionable origin.
Mitochondrial studies have also been performed with the remains of ancient Maya from the Postclassic period of a.d. 900–
1521, just prior to European colonization.⁸¹ Findings include the
identiﬁcation of a single individual (1 out of 16) whose mitochondrial haplotype failed to correspond to any of the known extant
haplogroups (A–D). Although another unidentiﬁed haplotype was
isolated among contemporary Maya, it was discounted as the product of modern European admixture.⁸² However, the presence of a
similarly unidentiﬁed haplotype in ancient Maya may call this conclusion into question.
Although the preponderance of mitochondrial genome data supports the hypothesis that the Americas were originally peopled by humans from eastern Asia, the exact location of the source population
and the number of migration waves remains controversial,⁸³ despite
80. Rickards et al., “mtDNA History of the Cayapa Amerinds,” 519–30.
81. Angélica González-Oliver et al., “Founding Amerindian Mitochondrial DNA
Lineages in Ancient Maya from Xcaret, Quintana Roo,” American Journal of Physical
Anthropology 116 (2001): 230–35.
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Southeastern Siberia Region,” Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, USA
91 (1994): 10737–41; Connie J. Kolman, Nyamkhishig Sambuughin, and Eldredge
Bermingham, “Mitochondrial DNA Analysis of Mongolian Populations and Implications
for the Origin of New World Founders,” Genetics 142 (1996): 1321–34; Bonatto and
Salzano, “Single and Early Migration,” 1866–71.
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claims to the contrary.⁸⁴ The presence of haplotypes X and C10 and
the “unknown” Maya haplotypes (both ancient and modern), however,
emphasize the fact that much that has been discovered is yet to be explained. A hypothesis for the diversity of Native American mitochondrial genome haplotypes that relies exclusively on an out-of-Asia origin
falls short of a complete explanation.
Y-chromosome haplotypes. Parallel to human studies of the
matrilineal mitochondrial genome are studies of the Y chromosome, its patrilineal counterpart. However, unlike the mitochondrial genome, or even autosomal chromosomes, the Y chromosome
exhibits very little polymorphism⁸⁵ yet is subject to a large measure
of stochastic error.⁸⁶ The lack of genetic variation may be the result of episodic selective sweeps, but the exact mechanism for this
evolutionary constraint remains unclear.⁸⁷ Nevertheless, great eﬀort
has been exerted to discover ﬁxed diﬀerences that may act as diagnostic haplotypes that allow for the identiﬁcation of human founder
events. To date, these ﬁxed diﬀerences have been found within several genes and noncoding regions such that the construction of
compound haplotypes has been possible.⁸⁸ A positive correlation
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85. Dorit, Akashi, and Gilbert, “Absence of Polymorphism at the ZFY Locus,” 1183–
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Nature 378 (1995): 376–78.
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between Y-chromosome haplotypes and linguistic patterns has also
been deduced.⁸⁹
Since Y-chromosome markers lack much of the genetic diversity that mitochondrial genomes exhibit, the ambiguity arising in the
data is somewhat compounded. It is very diﬃcult to diﬀerentiate true
ancient relationships from relatively recent and extensive European
admixture resulting from colonization after the time of Columbus.
One example of this problem is a recent study that examined Native
American Y-chromosomal haplotypes and concluded that there may
have been two separate lineages of migrating populations to the
Americas,⁹⁰ a conclusion that has been conﬁrmed by independent
evaluation.⁹¹ Of the five Native American haplotypes, four (haplotypes 1, 10, 20, and 31) exhibited only 1–2 mutational diﬀerences
among them, while the ﬁfth haplotype (23) clusters tightly with other
haplotypes to the exclusion of the first four. The fifth haplotype is
more closely allied with Central East Asian, Evenki, and Mongolian
haplotypes (7, 24, and 28); the ﬁrst four were similar to these, as well
as to Altai, Ket, Indian, and European haplotypes (4, 6, 13, and 32).
When the data were analyzed using a diﬀerent optimality criterion,
however, these results converge on a single lineage emerging from
Asia, largely discounting the strong relationship with European haplotypes (4 and 6 were exclusively European) and the presence of a
single haplotype (31) that did not appear in any sample population
outside the Americas.
89. E. S. Poloni et al., “Human Genetic Aﬃnities for Y-Chromosome P49a,F/TaqI
Haplotypes Show Strong Correspondence with Linguistics,” American Journal of Human
Genetics 61 (1997): 1015–35.
90. Fabricio R. Santos et al., “The Central Siberian Origin for Native American
Y-chromosomes,” American Journal of Human Genetics 64 (1999): 619–28.
91. Maria-Catira Bortolini et al., “Y-Chromosome Evidence for Diﬀering Ancient
Demographic Histories in the Americas,” American Journal of Human Genetics 73
(2003): 524–39; Tatiana M. Karafet et al., “Ancestral Asian Source(s) of New World
Y-Chromosome Founder Haplotypes,” American Journal of Human Genetics 64 (1999):
817–31; Andrés Ruiz-Linares et al., “Microsatellites Provide Evidence for Y-Chromosome
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Sciences, USA 96 (1999): 6312–17.
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Although I do not necessarily disagree with this study’s conclusion that Native American Y-chromosome lineages originate
largely from Asian source populations,⁹² I do find that it fails to
explain many aspects of the resulting data. For example, when the
haplotypes shared by Europeans and either Native Americans or
Siberians were excluded from the analysis, it did not appreciably
change the ancestral relationships inferred from the data, indicating
that modern European admixture is not a plausible explanation. Yet
the most common European haplotype (1) also appears in Native
Americans, suggesting that there has been modern admixture.
The authors of the study then refer to studies involving Kennewick
man⁹³ and haplogroup X⁹⁴ as evidence of a Native American–
European connection, only to turn right around and explicitly state
that a recent European admixture is likely. Needless to say, conclusions are far from deﬁnite.
Differing results from mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome
analysis. The previous example points out the problem scientists
have with ambiguity, especially the uncertainty emerging from
human Y-chromosome data. One issue that can create ambiguity
is the inherent difficulty of interpretation presented by inferring
population dynamics from gene-based markers. The problem was
defined clearly in a recent paper on New World Y-chromosome
haplotypes:
Gene trees [relationships inferred from gene variation] such
as our Y-chromosome scaled coalescent tree . . . , the numerous mtDNA trees in the literature (Cann et al. 1987), and the
recent global β-globin–analysis tree based on autosomal sequence data (Harding et al. 1997) are not equivalent to population trees [the true relationships of populations]. Inferences
about population relationships derived from gene trees must
92. Santos et al., “Central Siberian Origin,” 619–28.
93. Morell, “Kennewick Man’s Trials Continue,” 190–92.
94. Morell, “Genes May Link Ancient Eurasians, Native Americans,” 520.
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be made very cautiously, especially since each gene has its own
evolutionary history (Harpending et al. 1998).⁹⁵
This difficulty is compounded when polymorphism levels are
low, as is the case with much of the Y-chromosome data. Although
many researchers acknowledge this to be the case,⁹⁶ some continue
to use relationship-reconstruction techniques that ignore the problem, yet they freely draw seemingly unambiguous conclusions from
their inferences.⁹⁷ This problem is further ampliﬁed with regard to
the question of ancient colonization of the New World by the fact of
extensive and prolonged gene ﬂow from Asia,⁹⁸ which serves to confound the ability of scientists to reconstruct the historical population
structure of Native Americans.⁹⁹
Ambiguity notwithstanding, some authors of studies with multiple interpretations relative to possible recent European admixture
in the Americas point out that the estimated dates of dispersal generally correspond to the estimated age of Kennewick man.¹⁰⁰ This acknowledgment suggests that at least some researchers have reason to
be skeptical of the global acceptance of the prevailing “out-of-Asia”
paradigm. As a recent commentary put it, “Genetic evidence derived from contemporary populations can only study lineages that
survived. It is impossible to estimate the number of nonsurviving
95. Karafet et al., “Ancestral Asian Source(s),” 829. The internal references refer to
Cann, Stoneking, and Wilson, “Mitochondrial DNA and Human Evolution,” 31–36;
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98. Tatiana Karafet et al., “Y Chromosome Markers and Trans–Bering Strait Dispersals,”
American Journal of Physical Anthropology 102 (1997): 301–14.
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lineages”¹⁰¹—meaning that if a population is currently extinct due
to war or some kind of natural disaster, we could never infer their
existence from DNA data because they would have no descendants.
Furthermore, this would be true independently for each genomic
linkage group, which is the primary reason why mitochondrial DNA
and Y-chromosome data may yield diﬀerent analytical results.¹⁰²
Diﬀering results from mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome analysis. One factor that may potentially result in conflicting conclusions
emerging from among unique human genetic data sets is the differing regional dispersal patterns of males and females. A good example
of this is a recent study entitled “Mitochondrial and Nuclear Genetic
Relationships among Pacific Island and Asian Populations.” Among
745 samples collected throughout eastern Asia and major islands of the
Paciﬁc Ocean, mitochondrial data (190 bp) correlates closely with linguistic data, suggesting that peoples of remote Paciﬁc islands originated
from human populations of Southeast Asia. Nuclear data (17 short
tandem-repeat [STR] loci) from these samples, on the other hand, fail to
correlate with linguistic data but underscore a relationship between peoples of larger western islands and smaller eastern islands.¹⁰³ On the surface, these data appear to be in conﬂict, even to the point of supporting
conﬂicting hypotheses for human dispersal in the islands of Melanesia,
referred to as the “express train” and “entangled bank” hypotheses.¹⁰⁴
These diﬀering results, however, may be reﬂective of diﬀerent dispersal
101. Richard L. Jantz and Douglas W. Owsley, “Reply to Van Vark et al.: Is European
Upper Paleolithic Cranial Morphology a Useful Analogy for Early Americans?” American
Journal of Physical Anthropology 121 (2003): 185.
102. For example, J. Koji Lum et al., “Mitochondrial and Nuclear Genetic Relationships
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(1998): 613–24; Karafet et al., “Ancestral Asian Source(s),” 817–31; Hiroki Oota et al.,
“Human mtDNA and Y-Chromosome Variation Is Correlated with Matrilocal versus
Patrilocal Residence,” Nature Genetics 29 (2001): 20–21; Bortolini et al., “Y-Chromosome
Evidence,” 524–39.
103. Lum et al., “Mitochondrial and Nuclear Genetic Relationships,” 613–24.
104. For example, see Jared M. Diamond, “Express Train to Polynesia,” Nature 336
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patterns among males and females, with females dispersing from southern China to the remote islands via primary expansion (the “express
train”). In contrast, males probably dispersed secondarily without exterminating the local female population, whether by completely displacing
the local males or by extrapair copulations while engaged in ﬁshing or
merchant ventures (thus resulting in an “entangled bank”).¹⁰⁵ Although
this is just one interpretation of these data and others may be possible,
given additional data from other genetic loci, this article stresses the importance of considering multiple points of view in an eﬀort to characterize a scenario that is consistent with all of the data, not just those that ﬁt
one’s a priori assumptions.
As noted above, mitochondrial DNA and Y-chromosome data may
have independent natural histories, resulting in inferential discrepancies.
Recent ﬁndings conﬁrm previous conclusions¹⁰⁶ that these discrepancies
have a cultural basis.¹⁰⁷ The diﬀering conclusions resulting from the analysis of these linkage groups are largely the product of either men remaining
near their birthplace while women migrate to be near them (termed patrilocality)¹⁰⁸ or women remaining near their birthplace while men migrate
(termed matrilocality).¹⁰⁹ Each scenario results in a diﬀerent discrepancy
among analytical results. Patrilocality would naturally produce a high rate
of mitochondrial change and a low rate of Y-chromosome change, while
matrilocality would naturally produce the opposite result. This is exactly
what was found.¹¹⁰ However, patrilocality prevails in the majority of peoples sampled to date,¹¹¹ resulting in Y-chromosome data that are less robust than mitochondrial data, thus yielding diﬀerent inferences.¹¹²
105. For a more comprehensive review, see Cann, “Genetic Clues to Dispersal,” 1742–48.
106. Lum et al., “Mitochondrial and Nuclear Genetic Relationships,” 613–24.
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Conclusions
This review has produced several biologically meaningful conclusions relative to the question of whether it is possible to recover an
ancient genetic signature of a small migrating group that lived 2,600
years ago—namely, the parties of Lehi and Mulek, who, the Book of
Mormon claims, migrated to the Americas from Jerusalem just prior
to the occupation of Judah by the Babylonians. Each of these conclusions is open to interpretation because each necessitates the application
of scientiﬁc concepts and assumptions, which is largely a subjective
endeavor. One of the most common misconceptions of science, especially among the lay public (and new biology students), is that it is a
completely deterministic process. If experiments are performed correctly, they reason, the results will have no ambiguity. In reality, not
only are the results highly ambiguous, but it is often diﬃcult to come
up with an appropriate experimental design when little is known of a
topic. In practice, a lot of experimentation is exploratory in nature. If
the dynamics of a system are unknown, experiments are designed that
will allow the researcher to gain an intuition for how the components
are related and interact. Thus, initial experimentation is largely for the
purpose of probing a system such that a preliminary understanding of
the applicable parameters may be ascertained.
Some of the students I train in laboratory research express frustration with my inability to answer their questions with conﬁdence. Quite
often I tell them that one conclusion would be most greatly supported
under one set of circumstances, while another would be supported under another set of circumstances. Furthermore, I add, the set of
assumptions—both explicitly stated and implicitly supposed—limit
the conclusions that are possible given the data. These assumptions are
frequently diﬃcult to reveal or even understand unless the researcher
has a great deal of experience with the system in question. Put plainly
and simply, the more complex the system, the harder it is to interpret
the data appropriately.
Such is the case with those who have attempted to draw conclusions regarding the validity of the Book of Mormon based on the
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current body of human genetic data.¹¹³ They reveal their ignorance
of scientiﬁc principles by drawing conclusions that are inappropriate.
They ignore pertinent information because they do not know that it
may be important, or they fail to probe the primary literature, opting
instead to use summaries or popular scientiﬁc literature exclusively
because they have a diﬃcult time interpreting much of the data for
themselves. They simply trust the speculative suggestions of scientists, when all the scientists were doing was oﬀering a possible interpretive alternative—a hypothesis that may or may not be testable—
rather than stating a deﬁnite conclusion that is emergent from the
facts because such a conclusion may not be possible given the data.
This review ﬁrst concluded that, regardless of the answer to the
essential question under consideration, it is not possible to conclude
logically that the Book of Mormon is not true based on its story line.
Nothing can be proven in science; hypotheses can only be rejected.
Thus, if it is not possible to recover such a signature, it also is not
possible to disprove the Book of Mormon based on genetic data.
Conversely, if it is possible to recover a genetic signature like Lehi’s or
Mulek’s, the mere fact that it has not been recovered means nothing
with regard to the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon. Either way,
the Book of Mormon does not present a testable hypothesis in terms
of human population genetics.
Putting the philosophical ramiﬁcations of scientiﬁc method aside,
I then attempted to test the hypothesis that it is possible to recover the
ancient genetic signature of Lehi or Mulek. The story line of the Book
of Mormon presents a great deal of information bearing on the conditions known to preserve genetic signatures (which would include the
preservation of a suite of genetic alleles over evolutionary time):
• The Book of Mormon begins with the account of a familial
migration and proceeds to describe a series of further migrations
over land and sea, resulting in a multitude of new founding populations. Once they had arrived in the land of promise, the descendants
of Lehi most probably experienced at least some degree of gene ﬂow
113. For example, Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 47–77.
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between themselves and indigenous populations that were largely
Asian in origin. These accounts blatantly violate the assumption of
no migration.
• Each migrating population had its beginning as a relatively
small group of people. Constant wars and at least one major series of
catastrophes prior to the coming of Christ to the Americas resulted
in serial population bottlenecks, especially among the eﬀective male
population. These conditions constitute a blatant violation of the assumption of a constant, large eﬀective population size.
• When populations migrate to dissimilar environments, some
individuals ﬁnd it easier to bear oﬀspring than others. This diﬀerential reproductive success may have resulted in nonrandom ﬂuctuations in allele frequencies contingent upon the genetic constitutions
of those who bore the greatest number of children initially. It is plain
from the Book of Mormon that times were tough, especially for colonizing populations. If these diﬃcult conditions resulted in diﬀerential
reproductive success, it constitutes another violation of equilibrium
assumptions: the assumption of no natural selection.
• When the Nephites initially settled the New World, cousins
were most probably forced to marry because of a lack of unrelated
covenant-making peers. This circumstance would have resulted in
the ﬁxation of rare recessive alleles that would have not become ﬁxed
if the population had stayed behind in Jerusalem. Inbreeding, at least
when the Nephites ﬁrst founded their colony, would have resulted in
a violation of the assumption of completely random mating.
• There is, however, no reason to suspect that the underlying
mutation rate increased or decreased among Nephites, Lamanites,
or Mulekites, although the gross number of mutations is fewer when
there are fewer individuals. The rate of ﬁxation of new alleles arising
from mutation, however, generally increases in founding populations, making it appear as if the lineages to which populations belong
diverged more anciently than in fact they did. If this had occurred, it
would not have violated equilibrium assumptions, but it most deﬁnitely would have violated the assumption of a molecular clock, a basic assumption for reconstructing genetic relationships.
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Thus, almost all the assumptions of Hardy-Weinberg equilibrium
were violated by the Book of Mormon peoples. According to the speciﬁcs of the Book of Mormon story line, it may not be possible to recover the genetic signature of Lehi or Mulek. Too many influences
would have resulted in too many violations of equilibrium-preserving
conditions. In light of this information, a population geneticist would
not even bother designing an experiment to test the hypothesis because
there would be no reason to expect a successful result. Furthermore,
if it were possible to recover the genetic signature, there would be no
way to verify its source. One would expect that if Lehi’s or Mulek’s genetic signature was found, it would be categorized as “unknown” or
“other” or “unrelated.” Based on this information, and if I were forced
to design an experiment that would produce evidence in support of the
Book of Mormon, I would look for haplotypes that are not closely related to any extant ethnic group, but appear to be older—perhaps much
older—than 2,600 years. Curiously, documentation of such haplotypes
is exactly what is emerging in the literature (haplogroup X, haplotype
C10, the “other” haplotypes from ancient and modern Maya, the unexplained Y-chromosome haplotypes, and so forth), but interpretation of
these data is largely avoided in the individual studies because they do
not correspond well to the current scientiﬁc paradigm. However, I will
stop short of interpreting these “other” data as belonging to the Book
of Mormon peoples because it is completely unveriﬁable. As indicated,
one cannot prove anything; one can only reject hypotheses.
My next point builds on this: current human population genetic
data produce many ambiguous results that are hard to interpret,
so they must be interpreted conservatively. They also present more
data than ﬁt into the general conclusions of the paper, and that data
must eventually be dealt with. If we read a human population genetics study that purports to have deﬁnite, ironclad conclusions drawn
from data of questionable interpretation, we should feel fairly conﬁdent that the authors of the research article are going beyond what
the data will realistically allow them to conclude. The leading experts
in the field are currently urging their colleagues to avoid definite
conclusions because of the lack of precision produced by conﬂicting
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data.¹¹⁴ This professional skepticism, however, rarely makes its way
into popular media or literature reviews because there are no deﬁnite
conclusions to report. Those who question the truth of the Book of
Mormon based on genetic data would be well advised to avoid these
publications like the plague because they present only part of the
story. They generally do not, however, present the part that tends to
be the most pertinent to the critics’ essential question—the ambiguous results.
The general conclusion of this essay, therefore, is that although
it may be possible to recover the genetic signature of a small migrating family from 2,600 years ago, it is not probable. But either way, it
would not allow the story line of the Book of Mormon to be rejected
because the absence of a genetic signature means absolutely nothing.
That said, I feel compelled to voice my professional conﬁdence
in those that are actively researching human population genetics.
I have read a large body of primary literature while compiling this
review, and I have found the methods and interpretation of results
to be consistent with scientiﬁc principles and current thought. I am
convinced that there has been constant gene ﬂow between Asia and
the Americas, but I am also convinced that there has been a trickle
of migrants from other source populations. Though far from verifying or proving the Book of Mormon, this observation allows for the
plausibility of the Book of Mormon story line. It is very possible that
a group or groups of people from the Middle East found their way
to the New World in 600 b.c. Others had made the trip from somewhere other than Asia at much earlier dates. Thus, a statement that
the Book of Mormon account is absolutely impossible would be at
the very least naïve, but most probably quite foolish. It would reveal
the overall absence of scientific training, as well as an underlying
agenda.

114. For example, Templeton, “Out of Africa,” 45–51; Rickards et al., “mtDNA History
of the Cayapa Amerinds,” 519–30.

Nephi’s Neighbors:
Book of Mormon Peoples and
Pre-Columbian Populations
Matthew Roper

T

he Book of Mormon describes the migration of three colonies
from the Old World to the New. Two of these were small Israelite
groups that migrated to an American land of promise around 600 b.c.
Many Latter-day Saint scholars interpret the Book of Mormon as a
record of events that occurred in a relatively restricted region of ancient Mesoamerica. During and after those events, according to this
view, peoples from this area—including some descendants of Book of
Mormon peoples—may have spread to other parts of the Americas,
carrying with them some elements of Mesoamerican culture. These
Latter-day Saint scholars also believe that pre-Columbian populations
of the Americas include within their ancestry many groups other than
those small colonies mentioned in the Book of Mormon.¹
A recent critic of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
has complained that “some LDS scholars, especially those associated
with FARMS, . . . reinterpret Lamanite identity in the later part of the
twentieth century”² and thereby “implicitly reject long-standing
1. See, for example, John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1985), 81–95; John L. Sorenson,
“When Lehi’s Party Arrived in the Land, Did They Find Others There?” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992): 1–34.
2. Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American
Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 62.
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popular Mormon beliefs, including those held by Joseph Smith, about
Lamanites being the ancestors of today’s American Indians.”³ Of
course, popular beliefs, longstanding or otherwise, are not crucial to
the foundations of the faith of Latter-day Saints, which are based on
revealed scripture.⁴ In regard to the ancestry of the Amerindians, the
central issue for Latter-day Saints is not whether Native Americans
are in some measure descendants of Israel but whether their ancestors are exclusively Israelite. Latter-day scriptures speak of a remnant
of those people described in the Book of Mormon and of their prophetic destiny, suggesting that this remnant may be found among
Native American groups known perhaps to Joseph Smith and others. While these revelations aﬃrm an Israelite component to Native
American ancestry, they never claim that all the Native Americans’
ancestors were Israelite, nor do they deny the presence of other
peoples in pre-Columbian America.
In 1993, Elder Dallin H. Oaks of the Quorum of the Twelve
Apostles made the following statement:
Speaking for a moment as one whose profession is advocacy, I suggest that if one is willing to acknowledge the
importance of faith and the reality of a realm beyond human understanding, the case for the Book of Mormon is the
stronger case to argue. The case against the historicity of the
Book of Mormon has to prove a negative. You do not prove a
negative by prevailing on one debater’s point or by establishing some subsidiary arguments.
For me, this obvious insight goes back over forty years to
the ﬁrst class I took on the Book of Mormon at Brigham Young
University. . . . Here I was introduced to the idea that the Book
of Mormon is not a history of all of the people who have lived
on the continents of North and South America in all ages of the
earth. Up to that time I had assumed that it was. If that were the
3. Ibid., 66.
4. See Matthew Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship Relations,
Genes, and Genealogy,” in this number, pages 129–64.
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claim of the Book of Mormon, any piece of historical, archaeological, or linguistic evidence to the contrary would weigh in
against the Book of Mormon, and those who rely exclusively on
scholarship would have a promising position to argue.
In contrast, if the Book of Mormon only purports to
be an account of a few peoples who inhabited a portion of
the Americas during a few millennia in the past, the burden
of argument changes drastically. It is no longer a question
of all versus none; it is a question of some versus none. In
other words, in the circumstance I describe, the opponents
of historicity must prove that the Book of Mormon has no
historical validity for any peoples who lived in the Americas
in a particular time frame, a notoriously difficult exercise.
One does not prevail on that proposition by proving that a
particular . . . culture represents migrations from Asia. The
opponents of the historicity of the Book of Mormon must
prove that the people whose religious life it records did not
live anywhere in the Americas.⁵
Elder Oaks’s observations, though made more than a decade ago,
underscore a fatal weakness in some recent arguments against the
Book of Mormon. Critics assume that genetic evidence—any genetic
evidence—taken from any Native American population must be shown
to be Israelite, or the Book of Mormon’s claims are false. But there is no
good reason to assume that Native American lineages and ancestors
must be exclusively Israelite. In regard to the nature and identity of Lehi’s
people, Latter-day Saints have held a variety of opinions and expressed
several interpretations historically, but whether some Native Americans,
or many Native Americans, or even all Native Americans have Lehi as
an ancestor, it does not follow that they did not have others.⁶
5. Dallin H. Oaks, “The Historicity of the Book of Mormon,” in Historicity and the
Latter-day Saint Scriptures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies
Center, 2001), 238–39. This talk was ﬁrst given at the annual dinner of the Foundation for
Ancient Research and Mormon Studies in Provo, Utah, on 29 October 1993.
6. See Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool,” in this number.
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Although a few statements made by Joseph Smith are sometimes
used to justify the critics’ complaints, they are not inconsistent with the
idea that other people came to the Americas in pre-Columbian times.
Also, a review of the development of Latter-day Saint ideas about preColumbian peoples as they relate to the Book of Mormon makes it clear
that the idea that others resided in Lehi’s promised land is not a recent
revisionist conclusion or a ploy to deﬂect recent criticism. While not the
only view, it is, in fact, an interpretation that has been discussed and entertained in Latter-day Saint literature in both the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The very few scripturally based potential objections that
critics have raised against this interpretation are overwhelmed by the
countering scriptural evidence presented below, all of which, I am persuaded, makes the best sense under the assumption that there were other
pre-Columbian peoples in the American land of promise.

Joseph Smith and Indian Ancestry
In 1833 Joseph Smith penned a letter to the editor of the American
Revivalist and Rochester Observer in which he described the Book of
Mormon as follows:
The Book of Mormon is a record of the forefathers of our
western tribes of Indians; having been found through the
ministration of an holy Angel, translated into our own language by the gift and power of God, after having been hid
up in the earth for the last fourteen hundred years, containing the word of God which was delivered unto them. By it,
we learn that our western tribes of Indians, are descendants
from that Joseph that was sold into Egypt, and that the land
of America is a promised land unto them.⁷
7. “Mormonism,” American Revivalist and Rochester Observer, 2 February 1833.
The letter was written by commandment, but the Prophet never claimed that the words
of the letter were inerrant, as some critics imply. See editors’ introduction to American
Apocrypha, vii.
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The Book of Mormon may indeed be said to be a record of the forefathers of the American Indians, but Joseph Smith never claimed that
it was the only one, nor need we believe from this statement that the
Book of Mormon accounts for all the ancestors of Native Americans.
In another statement made in 1835, Joseph Smith described the
visit of an angel to him twelve years earlier: “He told me of a sacred
record which was written on plates of gold. I saw in the vision the place
where they were deposited. He said the Indians were the literal descendants of Abraham.”⁸ This statement aﬃrms the claim that Native
Americans are descendants of Abraham, but it does not follow that this
is the whole story. My great-great-grandfather is John Whetten, but
it would not be reasonable to assume that in making this statement I
am declaring that I have no other ancestors. Joseph Smith’s statement
plainly allows for Abraham to be one ancestor among many others.
In his 1838 account of Moroni’s visit, the Prophet recounted: “He
said there was a book deposited, written upon gold plates, giving an
account of the former inhabitants of this continent, and the source
from whence they sprang; he also said that the fulness of the everlasting Gospel was contained in it, as delivered by the Savior to the ancient
inhabitants” (Joseph Smith—History 1:34). Does this mean that the
Book of Mormon tells us everything about Native American history
and ancestry? Certainly not. While helping my family to move recently,
I found a book giving an account of my ancestors who formerly inhabited this land and telling me where they came from. This book, which
I had never seen before, gives an account of John Whetten, his family,
and the Whetten line in my ancestry, but it says very little about my
other ancestors: the Ropers, Mellors, Smiths, Van Wagonens, Gillespies,
Hamblins, and so forth. While signiﬁcant, that book tells only a small
part of my family history. Similarly, one can accept Joseph Smith’s
description of the Book of Mormon as an account of the ancient inhabitants of the promised land without insisting that it tells about all of them.
8. Quoted in An American Prophet’s Record: The Diaries and Journals of Joseph Smith,
ed. Scott H. Faulring (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1989), 51.
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In 1842, at the request of John Wentworth, Joseph Smith prepared a brief outline of the events surrounding the early history of the
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. As part of this account, the
Prophet described the visit of the angel Moroni in 1823.
I was also informed concerning the aboriginal inhabitants
of this country, and shown who they were, and from whence
they came; a brief sketch of their origin, progress, civilization,
laws, governments, of their righteousness and iniquity, and
the blessings of God being ﬁnally withdrawn from them as a
people was made known to me.⁹
Neither the Wentworth letter nor any other Joseph Smith account
gives us a transcription of Moroni’s actual words to Joseph Smith.
Since Moroni offered Joseph Smith only a “brief sketch,” it is unlikely that he revealed to Joseph a comprehensive knowledge of Native
American origins. Within the context of introducing the plates, a
more likely interpretation is that Moroni simply gave Joseph Smith a
general description of the Book of Mormon story of Lehi’s people who
came from the land of Jerusalem. There is no need to read into this
statement any more than this.
After giving an account of the visitation of Moroni, the Prophet
provided a description of the Book of Mormon as follows:
In this important and interesting book the history of ancient
America is unfolded, from its ﬁrst settlement by a colony that
came from the tower of Babel, at the confusion of languages to
the beginning of the ﬁfth century of the Christian era. We are
informed by these records that America in ancient times has
been inhabited by two distinct races of people. The ﬁrst were
called Jaredites and came directly from the tower of Babel. The
second race came directly from the city of Jerusalem, about six
hundred years before Christ. They were principally Israelites,
9. Autobiographical and Historical Writings, vol. 1 of The Papers of Joseph Smith, ed.
Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989), 431.
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of the descendants of Joseph. The Jaredites were destroyed
about the time that the Israelites came from Jerusalem, who
succeeded them in the inheritance of the country. The principal nation of the second race fell in battle towards the close
of the fourth century. The remnant are the Indians that now
inhabit this country. . . . For a more particular account I would
refer to the Book of Mormon.¹⁰
Does this statement discredit the idea of other people coming
to the Americas because Joseph Smith only mentions two groups?
Since Joseph Smith refers to the Jaredite colony as the “first settlement” of ancient America, are Latter-day Saints required to believe that no other people came to the Americas before that time?
First, it is important to note that in the Wentworth letter, Joseph
Smith starts with what the angel told him and then provides his
own description of the Book of Mormon narrative for the press.
Consequently, his words about the Jaredite and Israelite migrations do not come from the angel Moroni. In fact, this wording,
for the most part, did not even originate with Joseph Smith but is
essentially adapted from Orson Pratt’s 1840 pamphlet on the Book
of Mormon,¹¹ as the comparison on the next page shows.
Second, the Jaredite migration is the earliest migration to America
mentioned in the Book of Mormon, but the Book of Mormon itself
does not claim that the Jaredites were the ﬁrst human beings in the New
World. When Joseph Smith’s statement is read within its context of the
Wentworth letter, it is clear that he was actually, at that point, oﬀering
a general description of the time span of the book, indicating that the
Book of Mormon narrative stretches from the Jaredite settlement to the
beginning of the ﬁfth century a.d. In so doing, he was not necessarily
designating the Jaredite settlement as the oldest in the land, but merely
as the oldest mentioned in the Book of Mormon account. Perhaps, like
many other Latter-day Saints, he assumed that the Jaredites were the
10. Ibid., 431–32.
11. Orson Pratt, Interesting Account of Several Remarkable Visions, and of the Late
Discovery of Ancient American Records (Edinburgh: Ballantyne and Hughes, 1840), 14–15.
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Pratt 1840

Wentworth Letter 1842

In this important and most interesting book, we can read the history of ancient America, from its
early settlement by a colony who
came from the tower of Babel, at
the confusion of languages, to the
beginning of the fifth century of
the Christian era.

In this important and interesting book the history of ancient
America is unfolded, from its ﬁrst
settlement by a colony that came
from the tower of Babel, at the
confusion of languages to the beginning of the ﬁfth century of the
Christian era.

By these Records we are informed,
that America, in ancient times,
has been inhabited by two distinct races of people. The first, or
more ancient race, came directly
from the great tower, being called
Jaredites.

We are informed by these records
that America in ancient times has
been inhabited by two distinct
races of people. The first were
called Jaredites and came directly
from the tower of Babel.

The second race came directly from
the city of Jerusalem, about sixhundred years before Christ, being
Israelites, principally the descendants of Joseph.

The second race came directly from
the city of Jerusalem, about six
hundred years before Christ. They
were principally Israelites, of the
descendants of Joseph.

The ﬁrst nation, or Jaredites, were
destroyed about the time that the
Israelites came from Jerusalem,
who succeeded them in the inheritance of the country.

The Jaredites were destroyed about
the time that the Israelites came
from Jerusalem, who succeeded
them in the inheritance of the
country.

The principal nation of the second The principal nation of the second
race, fell in battle towards the close race fell in battle towards the close
of the fourth century.
of the fourth century.
The remaining remnant, having The remnant are the Indians that
dwindled into an uncivilized state, now inhabit this country.
still continue to inhabit the land,
although divided into a “multitude of nations,” and are called by
Europeans the “American Indians.”
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ﬁrst settlers of ancient America, but this goes beyond what the Book of
Mormon says. It speciﬁcally mentions three migrations to the Americas
but never claims that they were the only ones or the earliest.
Finally, Joseph Smith’s description of the contents of the Book of
Mormon in the Wentworth letter gives a brief overview of the text and
not a comprehensive account. For instance, Joseph did not say that
America was inhabited by only two races of people in pre-Columbian
times, although presumably he could have said so. In the course of the
letter, he directed the reader to the contents of the Book of Mormon
three diﬀerent times and on the third time advised, “For a more particular account I would refer to the Book of Mormon.” In other words,
Joseph Smith considered the Book of Mormon itself, rather than his
letter to Wentworth, to be the authoritative word on the subject.

Latter-day Saint Views on Other Pre-Columbians
Latter-day Saints have long been open to the idea that peoples
not mentioned in the Book of Mormon may have migrated to the
Americas either before, during, or after the events described in the
Book of Mormon and that these various peoples intermingled with
those of Israelite or Jaredite descent.¹² The idea of other pre-Columbian
migrations to the Americas has a long history and can be traced back
to the earliest Latter-day Saints. In the 15 September 1842 issue of the
Times and Seasons, the editor—Joseph Smith, according to the paper’s
masthead—cited favorably an account of Don Juan Torres, grandson of
the last king of the Quiché Maya, which aﬃrmed that
the Toltecas themselves descended from the house of Israel,
who were released by Moses from the tyranny of Pharaoh,
and after crossing the Red Sea, fell into Idolatry. To avoid the
reproofs of Moses, or from fear of his inflicting upon them
some chastisement, they separated from him and his brethren,
and under the guidance of Tanub, their chief, passed from
12. For details, see John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 11–13.
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one continent to the other, to a place which they called the
seven caverns, a part of the kingdom of Mexico, where they
founded the celebrated city of Tula.¹³
“Whether such a migration ever took place or not,” states Hugh
Nibley, “it is signiﬁcant that the Prophet was not reluctant to recognize the possibility of other migrations than those mentioned in the
Book of Mormon.”¹⁴
Interest in the possibility of additional migrations to the Americas
seems to have persisted among Latter-day Saints. In 1852, the Deseret
News cited with interest an account of a purported Welsh migration to
America “three hundred yeeres before Columbus.”¹⁵ Orson Pratt of the
Quorum of the Twelve Apostles interpreted the promises found in the
book of Ether regarding other nations inheriting the land as referring
to pre-Columbian migrants to the Americas after the Nephite destruction at Cumorah.
Now, these same decrees, which God made in relation to
the former nations that inhabited this country, extend to us.
“Whatever nation,” the Lord said, “shall possess this land,
from this time henceforth and forever, shall serve the only
true and living God, or they shall be swept oﬀ when the fullness of his wrath shall come upon them.” Since this ancient
decree there are many nations who have come here. And lastly
Europeans have come from what is termed the old world
across the Atlantic.¹⁶
It is signiﬁcant that Pratt, one of the earliest converts to Mormonism,
who did much to popularize the hemispheric model of Book of
13. “Facts Are Stubborn Things,” Times and Seasons 3 (15 September 1842): 922.
14. Hugh Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, The World of the Jaredites, There Were Jaredites
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 250. While Joseph Smith was nominal
editor of the paper, John Taylor was likely the acting editor at this time. For our present
purpose the identity of the author is of less concern than the idea of additional migrations
to the New World not speciﬁcally mentioned in the Book of Mormon.
15. “Discovery of America, above three hundred yeeres before Columbus, by Madoc
ap Owen Gwyneth,” Deseret News, 3 April 1852, 44.
16. Orson Pratt, in Journal of Discourses, 12:343 (27 December 1868), emphasis added.
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Mormon geography in the nineteenth century, apparently had no difﬁculty simultaneously asserting that many other nations came to the
Americas in the interval between the Nephites’ destruction and the
European arrival.
Other Latter-day Saints of the time agreed with Elder Pratt. In an
article published in 1875, George M. Ottinger, a faculty member at the
University of Deseret (later the University of Utah), explored the idea
advanced by some scholars of the day suggesting that the Phoenicians
may have helped to colonize the Americas in pre-Columbian times.
After surveying this literature, he concluded “that the Phoenicians at
one time held intercourse with Jared’s people.”¹⁷ Another Latter-day
Saint author, in or about 1887, surmised that Lehi’s people and the
Jaredites “were contemporary co-workers in the work of civilizing
the aborigines of the promise[d] land.”¹⁸ He viewed the account of
Mosiah’s union with the people of Zarahemla as evidence for the existence of indigenous peoples already in the land when they arrived.
Mosiah “had to teach the Nephite language to the Zarahemlans, for
though the parents of both people had come from Jerusalem at about
the same time, and must have then the same verbiage, their oﬀ-spring
took rather to their mothers, as it was but natural. Probably those
Aborigines mothers were more numerous and inﬂuential, than their
Hebrew husbands.” Such intermarriages may not have been conﬁned
to the Mulekites. “Were most of those who helped Nephi to build that
great temple Hebrews, and the many wives and concubines who caused
the reprimand of Jacob from within the walls of the very same temple,
aborigines?”¹⁹ He argued the need for Latter-day Saints to preach the
gospel among the Maya and other peoples of the region since, in his
17. George M. Ottinger, “Old America: The Phoenicians,” Juvenile Instructor 10 (6
February 1875): 33.
18. Plain Facts for Students of the Book of Mormon, with a Map of the Promised Land
(n.p., [ca. 1887]), 3. Although the document is undated, the writer speaks of President
John Taylor as being alive and cites a letter from President Taylor to an unnamed member
in Logan City, Utah, dated 20 November 1886 (ibid., 4). John Taylor died on 25 July 1887.
19. Ibid., 4n.

102 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

view, “most of the descendants of the genuine race of Lamanites, possibly live in Yucatan and Central America.”²⁰
Thus, the sentiments of B. H. Roberts of the First Council of the
Seventy, expressed in 1909, were not entirely unfamiliar to Latter-day
Saints: “It cannot possibly be in conﬂict with the Book of Mormon to
concede that the northeastern coast of America may have been visited by Norsemen in the tenth century; or that Celtic adventurers even
at an earlier date, but subsequent to the close of the Nephite period,
may have found their way to America. It might even be possible that
migrations came by way of the Paciﬁc Islands to the western shores
of America.” He also thought it “indisputable” that there have been at
least some migrations from northeast Asia to North America over the
Bering Strait.²¹ He continued, “It is possible that Phoenician vessels
might have visited some parts of the extended coasts of the western
world, and such events receive no mention in the Jaredite or Nephite
records known to us.” While the Book of Mormon text does not
speciﬁcally mention such migrations, Roberts conceded that “the records now in hand, especially that of the Jaredites, are but very limited
histories of these people.” Transoceanic contacts may in fact have gone
both ways: “It is not impossible that between the close of the Nephite
period and the discovery of the western world by Columbus, American
20. Ibid., 4.
21. B. H. Roberts, New Witnesses for God (Salt Lake City: Deseret News Press, 1909),
2:356. Years later, Bruce R. McConkie of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles spoke in
similar terms: “The American Indians . . . as Columbus found them,” he said, “also had
other blood than that of Israel in their veins. . . . It is quite apparent that groups of orientals found their way over the Bering Strait and gradually moved southward to mix with
the Indian peoples. We have records of a colony of Scandinavians attempting to set up a
settlement in America some 500 years before Columbus. There are archeological indications that an unspeciﬁed number of groups of people probably found their way from the
old to the new world in pre-Columbian times. Out of all these groups would have come
the American Indians as they were discovered in the 15th century.” Bruce R. McConkie,
Mormon Doctrine (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1973), 33. McConkie seems to have felt that
these non-Israelite inﬂuences were minimal compared to those of Israel. As noted in this
article, however, other Latter-day Saint leaders have believed that the non-Israelite inﬂuences in American Indian ancestry were more substantial.
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craft made their way to European shores.”²² Thus, “even in Jaredite
and Nephite times voyages could have been made from America to
the shores of Europe, and yet no mention of it be made in Nephite and
Jaredite records now known.”²³
In 1902, Anthony W. Ivins, then president of the Juarez Stake in
Mexico, suggested in an article published in the Improvement Era that
Coriantumr may have taken wives and fathered children before his
death among the Mulekites, a position with which Roberts was inclined to agree.²⁴ One of the most inﬂuential writers on the Book of
Mormon in the early twentieth century, Janne M. Sjodahl, went even
further; in 1927 he asked, “Have the Lamanites Jaredite blood in their
veins?” and answered the question in the aﬃrmative.²⁵ Sjodahl interpreted the account in the book of Ether as “an epitome principally of
the history of [the land of] Moron, where the Jaredites ﬁrst established
themselves.” He postulated that, over time, “the Jaredites gradually settled in favorable localities all over the American continents, and that
both Nephites and Lamanites came in contact with them, and that an
amalgamation took place everywhere as in the case of the Nephites and
Mulekites in Zarahemla.”²⁶ During their long history, descendants of
the original Jaredite colony, according to Sjodahl, could have become
widely dispersed throughout the Americas at various times and would
not have been directly involved in events associated with Coriantumr,
Shiz, and their people. Under this interpretation, Ether’s prophecy of
Jaredite destruction (Ether 13:20–21) concerned only those associated
with Coriantumr’s kingdom near the narrow neck of land and not the
entire northern hemisphere.²⁷
22. Roberts, New Witnesses for God, 2:357.
23. Ibid., 2:359.
24. Anthony W. Ivins, “Are the Jaredites an Extinct People?” Improvement Era,
November 1902, 44; Roberts, New Witnesses for God, 3:137–38 note k.
25. Janne M. Sjodahl, “Have the Lamanites Jaredite Blood in Their Veins?” Improvement
Era, November 1927, 56–57.
26. Janne M. Sjodahl, “Suggested Key to Book of Mormon Geography,” Improvement
Era, September 1927, 986–87.
27. Janne M. Sjodahl, “The Jaredite Lands,” Improvement Era, June 1939, 371;
Sjodahl, “Have the Lamanites Jaredite Blood in Their Veins?” 57. Other Book of Mormon
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In 1921, in an article published in the Improvement Era, Sjodahl
observed:
The Book of Mormon has nothing to say about the occupation
of America by man before the arrival of the Jaredites. If scientists ﬁnd, beyond controversy, that there were human beings
here before the building of the tower; in fact, before the ﬂood
and way back in glacial ages, the authors of that volume oﬀer
no objection at all. They do not touch that question. They only
assert that the Lord led the brother of Jared and his colony
to this country shortly after the dispersion, and they give the
briefest possible outline of the political and ecclesiastical history of their descendants until their ﬁnal overthrow. This has
never been, and cannot be, disputed on scientiﬁc grounds. If
America was occupied by any race of people—pre-Jaredites,
we may call them—information concerning them must be
gathered, not from the Book of Mormon, but from geological
strata, or from archaeological remains extant. . . .
Are there in this country any Indians that are not descendants of these ﬁrst Hebrew settlers? That is a question for the
scientist to answer.
researchers also considered Sjodahl’s hypotheses viable. “It is possible that companies of
Jaredites broke away from the parent colony, journeying down the western coast as far as
the southern point of South America.” M. H. Morgan, “Of Interest to Book of Mormon
Students,” Saints Herald 84 (19 June 1937): 781. In 1939, J. A. and J. N. Washburn suggested, “There may have been many [descendants of the original Jaredite colony] in other
parts of the land, to the far north and the far south. These may not have gathered to the
central place at the time of the destruction. They may have had governments of their own
in other localities.” In later times these descendants could have been few or potentially
have numbered in the “millions.” J. A. Washburn and J. N. Washburn, An Approach to the
Study of Book of Mormon Geography (Provo, Utah: New Era, 1939), 73; see also 200, 202.
Subsequent Latter-day Saint scholars have noted further evidence for the survival of some
Jaredites. See Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, 237–52; Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived,”
19–22. Elder Bruce R. McConkie was also willing to grant the possibility that “isolated
remnants of the Jaredites may have lived through the period of destruction in which
millions of their fellows perished.” McConkie, Mormon Doctrine, 33.
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The Book of Mormon gives no direct information on that
subject. It confines itself strictly to the history of the descendants of Lehi and Mulek. If science, after a careful investigation
of the physical characteristics of the present-day Indians; their
languages, their religious ideas, their myths and traditions, and
their social institutions, should declare that there are evidences
of other inﬂuences . . . that would not aﬀect the authenticity of
the Book of Mormon in the least.²⁸
In another article published in 1927 that discusses four divergent models of Book of Mormon geography—including two that
placed the setting exclusively in the region of Central America—
Sjodahl advised, “Students of the Book of Mormon should be cautioned against the error of supposing that all the American Indians
are the descendants of Lehi, Mulek, and their companions, and
that their languages and dialects, their social organizations, religious conceptions and practices, traditions, etc., are all traceable
to those Hebrew sources. . . . Nor is it improbable,” he continued,
“that America received immigrants from Asia and other parts of
the globe, who may have introduced new creeds and institutions,
although not mentioned in the Book of Mormon.”²⁹ He also suggested that “long before [the so-called Classic Maya period], the
descendants of Lehi had invaded this region and assimilated with
the people preceding them.”³⁰
In 1928, Latter-day Saint engineer Jean Driggs published a brief
but cogently argued pamphlet suggesting that the Book of Mormon
was the “record of a minority people.” Looking at the matter from the
vantage point of his profession, he said, “It should not be expected
28. Janne M. Sjodahl, “The Book of Mormon and Modern Research,” Improvement
Era, December 1921, 154–55, 156.
29. Sjodahl, “Suggested Key to Book of Mormon Geography,” 986–87. Washburn and
Washburn also suggested in 1939 that “there were other people in the land than those of
whom the Book of Mormon is a record.” Washburn and Washburn, Approach to the Study
of Book of Mormon Geography, 33.
30. Janne M. Sjodahl, An Introduction to the Study of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret News Press, 1927), 341.
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that a study of the Book of Mormon lands will account for all the ancient monuments and cultural phases on this continent any more than
that the Bible should account for all the civilizations of the Eastern
Continent.”³¹
It was not only scholars and professionals from within the rank
and ﬁle of the church who expressed this note of caution. In the April
1929 general conference of the church, Anthony W. Ivins, who had become a counselor in the First Presidency, admonished the Saints, “We
must be careful in the conclusions that we reach. The Book of Mormon
teaches the history of three distinct peoples, or two peoples and three
different colonies of people, who came from the old world to this
continent. It does not tell us that there was no one here before them. It
does not tell us that people did not come after. And so if discoveries are
made which suggest diﬀerences in race origins, it can very easily be accounted for, and reasonably, for we do believe that other people came to
this continent.”³²
Nor was President Ivins alone among the General Authorities
in this belief. In 1937, Elder John A. Widtsoe of the Quorum of the
Twelve and Franklin S. Harris Jr. noted: “Three separate and distinct
settlements of America are reported by the Book of Mormon. The ﬁrst,
the Jaredites, dates from the Tower of Babel, the other two, the Nephites
and Mulekites, from the time of Zedekiah, King of Judah. There may
also have been others not recorded in the Book or not known to the
ancient authors.”³³
In 1938, the idea of others in the promised land entered the formal
church curriculum when the church’s Department of Education published a study guide for the instruction of Latter-day Saint students and
teachers that explained: “Indian ancestry, at least in part, is attributed
by the Nephite record to the Lamanites. However, the Book of Mormon
deals only with the history and expansion of three small colonies which
31. Jean Russell Driggs, The Palestine of America (Salt Lake City: n.p., 1928), [1].
32. Anthony W. Ivins, Conference Report, April 1929, 15, emphasis added.
33. John A. Widtsoe and Franklin S. Harris Jr., Seven Claims of the Book of Mormon:
A Collection of Evidences (Independence, Mo.: Zion’s Printing and Publishing, [1937]), 87.
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came to America and it does not deny or disprove the possibility of other
immigrations, which probably would be unknown to its writers. Jewish
origin may represent only a part of the total ancestry of the American
Indian today.” The study guide further stated: “A parallel is found in the
Bible writings which mention only a small portion of the Old World geographical areas and its people, even though Palestine was the land bridge
of ancient civilizations. The Hebrew writers mentioned other lands and
people only when they came in contact with them.”³⁴ Two years later, the
same department published another study guide that aﬃrmed:
There is a tendency to use the Book of Mormon as a complete history of all pre-Columbian peoples. The book does not
claim to be such an history, and we distort its spiritual message
when we use it for such a purpose. The book does not give an
history of all peoples who came to America before Columbus.
There may have been other people who came here, by other
routes and means, of which we have no written record. If historians wish to discuss information which the Book of Mormon
does not contain but which is related to it, then we should grant
them that freedom. We should avoid the claim that we are familiar with all the peoples who have lived on American soil
when we discuss the Book of Mormon.
. . . There is safety in using the book in the spirit in which
it was written. Our use of poorly constructed inferences may
draw us far away from the truth. In our approach to the study
of the Book of Mormon let us guard against drawing historical
conclusions which the book does not warrant.³⁵
34. William E. Berrett, Milton R. Hunter, Roy A. Welker, and H. Alvah Fitzgerald,
A Guide to the Study of the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: LDS Department of
Education, 1938), 47–48.
35. Roy A. West, An Introduction to the Book of Mormon: A Religious-Literary Study
(Salt Lake City: LDS Department of Education, 1940), 11. “Inspiration and encouragement were oﬀered by Albert E. Bowen [a member of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles]
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In this second publication, “the student is reminded again of the possibility of still other groups, ethnically unrelated to the Nephites or
Lamanites, inhabiting portions of the Americas.”³⁶
Other publications of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints have offered similar counsel. In a 1950 article for the Relief
Society Magazine, Elder Antoine R. Ivins, a member of the First
Council of the Seventy and a son of President Anthony W. Ivins, observed that terms such as Nephite and Lamanite often referred to classifications other than the strictly biological. “We are in the habit of
thinking,” he said, in mild chastisement of the human tendency to adhere to popular tradition, “of all of the indigenous groups who were
upon the land of the Americas when Christopher Columbus landed
here, as Lamanites. I wonder if we are justiﬁed in this assumption.” He
pointed out that over a thousand years had elapsed between the ﬁnal
destruction of the Nephites and the arrival of Columbus to the
Americas. “During this time great changes may have taken place in the
populations of the Americas and among these changes may have been
migrations of other groups to America.” While the Book of Mormon
tells of the migrations of the Jaredites, Mulekites, and Lehites, he continued, Latter-day Saints need not suppose that there were no others.
“There may have been other peoples whom the Nephites never discovered living then on this great land. Or, as suggested, others may have
come later. The very wide diﬀerentiation in the languages of the native
races of the Americas would seem to indicate this possibility.” Elder
Ivins added that these thoughts did not disturb his faith in the truthfulness of the Book of Mormon, concluding, “Whether all of these indigenous peoples were descended from Lehi matters little.”³⁷
Seven years later, in a statement approved for publication by the First
Presidency of the church in a comparative work on American religions,
Elder Richard L. Evans of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles described
who read the manuscript and offered constructive appraisal upon the contents of the
study” (ibid., 4).
36. West, Introduction to the Book of Mormon, 63 n. 27.
37. Antoine R. Ivins, “The Lamanites,” Relief Society Magazine 37 (August 1950): 507–8.
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the Book of Mormon as “part of a record, both sacred and secular, of
prophets and peoples who (with supplementary groups) were among
the ancestors of the American ‘Indians.’”³⁸ This article was subsequently
reprinted in 1963 and 1975. Although the 1975 edition expressly stated
that the article had been slightly modiﬁed and then reapproved for publication by the First Presidency of the church, this portion of Elder Evans’s
article was left unchanged. It seems reasonable that language such as this,
written by an apostle and twice approved by the First Presidency for publication in a work intended to represent the Church of Jesus Christ to the
scholarly community, could be considered reliable.
This same view was, at the same time, being disseminated to members of the church as well. In 1961, Latter-day Saint writer and Book of
Mormon scholar Ariel Crowley thought it “beyond any question true”
that the Americas had received periodic migrations across the Bering
Strait at various times. It would be incorrect, he argued, for one to say
“that all American Indians are descended from Israel. Neither is it proper
to say that no American Indians are descended from Mongolian sources.
It is equally improper to assert that Indians may not be descended from
both sources, and very probably others as well.” The mixture of populations in the Americas and throughout the world makes “definitive
boundaries of descent very difficult to trace, and in most cases truly
impossible.” Crowley insisted that past statements by church leaders
were never “intended to be critical analyses of racial ancestries, nor intended to exclude migrations from other nations and intermarriages
with Nephite or Lamanite people.”³⁹ The Book of Mormon “is no more
the history of all peoples and doings of past ages on the American continents than the Bible is a history of all the peoples and nations of the East.
Each covers its own time and provenance and makes no pretense beyond
that.” Native Americans “are of mixed blood, very much like the mixtures
38. Richard L. Evans, “What Is a ‘Mormon’?” in Religions of America, ed. Leo Rosten
(London: Heinemann, 1957), 94, emphasis added; reprinted as Religions of America:
Ferment and Faith in an Age of Crisis: A New Guide and Almanac (New York: Simon and
Schuster, 1975).
39. Ariel L. Crowley, About the Book of Mormon (Idaho City, Idaho: n.p., 1961), 142.
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produced in modern America, the ‘melting pot’ of nations. The Book of
Mormon attests the presence of the blood of Israel. It is not in the least
impugned by extraneous proof that other blood, by other migrations,
found this land and mingled with the peoples there.”⁴⁰
Latter-day Saint anthropologists shared Crowley’s opinion. In 1976,
in an article for the church’s Liahona magazine, archaeologist Ross T.
Christensen noted that the diversity in Native American languages
makes it clear that “the original forefathers of the Indians came from diverse ethnic groups from many distant lands in the Old World. For this
reason it is impossible to declare with certainty that all American Indians
are Lamanites. The Book of Mormon does not make this claim, although
it is aﬃrmed by some members of the Church.”⁴¹ In this he concurred
with his colleague M. Wells Jakeman, who had stated two years before
Elder Evans’s article that “the Nephite record does not purport to give
the history of all the New World for all the time before Columbus” nor
“claim to give the origin of all the American Indian peoples found inhabiting the New World at the coming of the Europeans.”⁴²
A year before Christensen’s article appeared, the Ensign responded
to the question “Who and where are the Lamanites?” Its author, Lane
Johnson, noted that latter-day “Lamanites,” in addition to being descended from Lehi, Ishmael, Zoram, and Mulek, “may also be descended from other groups of whom we have no record. Certainly they
have mixed with many other lineages at the far reaches of their dispersal in the Americas and most of the islands of the Paciﬁc since the time
when Moroni bade them farewell in a.d. 421.” Yet notwithstanding the
mixed nature of these groups, they all “have a legitimate claim to the
blessings of the Abrahamic covenant.”⁴³
40. Ibid., 145.
41. Ross T. Christensen, “¿Son lamanitas todos los indios americanos?” Preguntas y
Respuestas, Liahona, November 1976, 9.
42. M. Wells Jakeman to Dr. R. E. C., 12 November 1955, quoted in Progress in
Archaeology: An Anthology, comp. and ed. Ross T. Christensen (Provo, Utah: University
Archaeological Society, Brigham Young University, 1963), 141.
43. Lane Johnson, “Who and where are the Lamanites?” I Have a Question, Ensign,
December 1975, 15.
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Hugh Nibley had broached this idea of claim upon the covenant as
early as 1952 when he wrote of the possibility that these others in the
land were not accidental arrivals but had been led to it by the hand of
God for his own purposes, as the Book of Mormon colonists had.
Just because Lehi’s people had come from Jerusalem by special
direction we are not to conclude that other men cannot have
had the same experience. And by the same token the fact that
the Jaredites were led to the land of promise at the time of the
dispersion gives us no right to conclude that no one else was
ever so led, either earlier or later than they. It is nowhere said
or implied that even the Jaredites were the ﬁrst to come here,
any more than it is said or implied that they were the ﬁrst or
only people to be led from the tower.
. . . Now there is a great deal said in the Book of Mormon
about the past and future of the promised land, but never is
it described as an empty land. The descendants of Lehi were
never the only people on the continent, and the Jaredites never
claimed to be.⁴⁴
Fifteen years later he noted: “The Book of Mormon oﬀers no objections
whatever to the free movement of whatever tribes and families choose
to depart into regions beyond its ken, so it presents no obstacles to the
arrival of whatever other bands may have occupied the hemisphere
without its knowledge; for hundreds of years the Nephites shared the
continent with the far more numerous Jaredites, of whose existence
they were totally unaware.”⁴⁵ In fact, he added, “The idea of other migrations to the New World is taken so completely for granted that the
story of the Mulekites is dismissed in a few verses (Omni 1:14–17).”⁴⁶
One of the most prominent proponents of the idea that Native
American populations were not conﬁned to those of Israel is anthropologist John L. Sorenson. His views on how the Book of Mormon relates to
44. Nibley, Lehi in the Desert, 249–50.
45. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1988), 218–19.
46. Ibid., 219.
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ancient Mesoamerica actually began circulating in preliminary form as
early as 1955.⁴⁷ In 1985, an expanded version of his work was published,
and since then he has published additional works relating to the question.⁴⁸ Sorenson argued that the Book of Mormon was not intended as
a history of all the American Indians but is primarily a “lineage history,”
or a “record of the people of Nephi” written by the elite of that people.⁴⁹
He also contended that many elements found in the Book of Mormon
text can best be accounted for under the assumption that Nephites and
Lamanites included other people in addition to those descended from
the original founding colony. For example, Lehi’s son Jacob’s condemnation of the Nephites having “‘many wives and concubines’ . . . seems to
call for a larger population of females,” which could not have been the
case with Lehi’s party just one or two generations after their arrival. Male
casualties in battles involving such tiny numbers could hardly have been
very many. This would suggest the incorporation of “‘other’ people.”⁵⁰
The activities and words of Sherem also support this view. Jacob says
that “there came a man among the people of Nephi, whose name was
Sherem” (Jacob 7:1). In his conversation with Jacob, Sherem indicates
that he had “sought much opportunity that I might speak unto you; for
I have heard and also know that thou goest about much, preaching that
which ye call the gospel, or the doctrine of Christ” (Jacob 7:6). Sorenson
estimated that the population of actual descendants of the Nephite
colony “could not have exceeded ﬁfty by that time,” hardly “enough to
populate one modest-sized village. . . . Jacob, as head priest and religious
teacher, would routinely have been around the Nephite temple in the
cultural center at least on all holy days (see Jacob 2:2). How then could
Sherem never have seen him, and why would he have had to seek ‘much
opportunity’ to speak to him in such a tiny settlement? And where
would Jacob have had to go on the preaching travels Sherem refers to, if
only such a tiny group were involved? Moreover, from where was it that
47. See John L. Sorenson, “Where in the World? Views on Book of Mormon
Geography,” unpublished paper, 1955, revised 1974.
48. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting; Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived,” 1–34.
49. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 50–56.
50. Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived,” 3–4.
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Sherem ‘came . . . among the people of Nephi’ (Jacob 7:1)?”⁵¹ Sorenson
also noted references to wars, ﬂocks, and domesticated corn as suggesting the presence of other people.⁵² Even more recently, Brant Gardner
has marshaled additional evidence suggesting that the Nephites were a
minority people in the midst of many other Mesoamerican groups with
whom they interacted.⁵³
The idea that people other than the Book of Mormon colonists
also inhabited the pre-Columbian Americas is not a new or revisionist concept. It has a well-documented history that began in the early
generations of the restored Church of Jesus Christ and has carried on
uninterrupted to the present day. It has been presented, discussed, and
published openly and in authorized contexts throughout that history.
It has been promoted and defended by some of the church’s most distinguished leaders and scholars, and it continues to inform the work
of faithful Book of Mormon researchers today. As ever more scientiﬁc
evidence arises in support of it, one can hope that it will in time fully
supersede the erroneous but “long-standing popular Mormon beliefs”
defended by the Book of Mormon’s critics.⁵⁴

Possible Scriptural Objections to the Presence of Others
In seeking possible scriptural objections to the proposition
that there were others in the land, some have suggested that two
Book of Mormon passages (Ether 2:5 and 2 Nephi 1:8) require an
51. Ibid., 4.
52. Ibid., 4–6. “Maize is so totally domesticated a plant that it will not reproduce
without human care. In other words, the Zeniﬃtes or any other of Lehi’s descendants
could only be growing corn/maize because people already familiar with the complex of
techniques for its successful cultivation had passed on the knowledge, and the seed, to the
newcomers. Notice too that these passages in Mosiah [7:22; 9:14] indicate that corn had
become the grain of preference among the Lamanites, and perhaps among the Zeniﬃtes.
That is, they had apparently integrated it into their system of taste preferences and nutrition as a primary food, for which cooks and diners in turn would have had familiar recipes,
utensils, and so on” (ibid., 5).
53. Brant Gardner, “The Other Stuff: Reading the Book of Mormon for Cultural
Information,” FARMS Review of Books 13/2 (2001): 35–37.
54. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 66.
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empty hemisphere previous to the arrival of Jaredites, Lehites, and
Mulekites.⁵⁵ However, it is evident that the passage from Ether 2:5,
stating that the Jaredites were “commanded . . . that they should go
forth into the wilderness, yea, into that quarter where there never
had man been,” when taken in context, actually refers to the wilderness through which the Jaredites were to travel in the Old World and
says nothing about the populations of the New World at that time.
The second reference, from Lehi’s prophecy, reads as follows:
And behold, it is wisdom that this land should be kept as
yet from the knowledge of other nations; for behold, many
nations would overrun the land, that there would be no place
for an inheritance. Wherefore, I, Lehi, have obtained a promise, that inasmuch as those whom the Lord God shall bring
out of the land of Jerusalem shall keep his commandments,
they shall prosper upon the face of this land; and they shall
be kept from all other nations, that they may possess this land
unto themselves. And if it so be that they shall keep his commandments they shall be blessed upon the face of this land,
and there shall be none to molest them, nor to take away the
land of their inheritance; and they shall dwell safely forever.
(2 Nephi 1:8–9)
One reading of this statement could be that Lehi’s people inherited an empty promised land when their ship arrived, but the Book
of Mormon allows for other interpretations.⁵⁶ Is there a distinction,
for example, between “nations” and other social groups? Lehi would
55. “What about the claim that the Jaredite migration from the Middle East was to
‘that quarter where never had man been’ (Ether 2:5)? Or, Lehi’s claim between 588 and
570 BC that ‘it is wisdom that this land should be kept as yet from the knowledge of other
nations’ (2 Ne 1:8)?” Thomas Murphy, open e-mail to Michael Whiting, 25 January 2003.
56. George Reynolds followed this interpretation, noting, however, that this would
not apply to the Jaredites, since “we have no account in the sacred records that God
shut them out from the knowledge of the rest of mankind when he planted them in
America.” George Reynolds, “History of the Book of Mormon VI: The Contents of the
Records,” Contributor 5 (April 1884): 242. See also George M. Ottinger, “Old America:
The Phoenicians,” Juvenile Instructor 10 (6 February1875): 33.
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have been familiar with nations such as Babylon and Egypt that had
well-organized armies capable of waging sophisticated warfare and
extending their power over large distances. Lehi’s prophecy could allow for smaller societies that did not yet merit the description “nations.” For instance, Sorenson’s model of Book of Mormon geography places the land of Nephi in highland Guatemala near the site
of Kaminaljuyú. At the time Nephi and his people separated from
Laman’s followers to found their own settlement in the early sixth
century b.c., archaeological evidence shows that that region had only
scattered, sparsely populated villages.⁵⁷ Also, to “possess this land unto
themselves” does not necessarily mean to be the only inhabitants but
can also mean—as it often does in Book of Mormon contexts—that a
group has the ability to control and exercise authority over the land
and its resources (see, for example, Mosiah 19:15; 23:29; 24:2; Alma
27:22, 26).⁵⁸ Signiﬁcantly, however, even Lehi’s statement about “other
nations” is conditional. Lehi indicates that the promised protection
from threatening nations would be removed when his children dwindled in unbelief. Sorenson has observed that the Lamanites, at least,
dwindled in unbelief from the beginning.
How then could Lehi’s prophecy about “other nations” being brought in have been kept long in abeyance after that?
Furthermore, the early Nephites generally did the same
thing within a few centuries. Their wickedness and apostasy culminated in the escape of Mosiah and his group
from the land of Nephi to the land of Zarahemla (see Omni
1:13–14). And if the Lord somehow did not at those times
bring in “other nations,” then surely he would have done so
after Cumorah, 1100 years prior to Columbus. Even if there
57. Sorenson, Ancient American Setting, 85. For an overview of the argument for a
limited Book of Mormon geography, see Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA,” 7–10. For
an overview of the evidence of archaeology and other sciences for population diversity in
the New World, see ibid., 18–23.
58. See also John L. Sorenson, Nephite Culture and Society: Collected Papers, ed.
Matthew R. Sorenson (Salt Lake City: New Sage Books, 1997), 205–7.
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were no massive armed invasions of strange groups to be reported, we need not be surprised if relatively small groups of
strange peoples who were neither so numerous nor so organized as to be rivals for control of the land could have been
scattered or inﬁltrated among both Nephites and Lamanites
without their constituting the “other nations” in the threatening sense of Lehi’s prophecy. Thus in the terms of Lehi’s
prophecy, “others” could and probably even should have
been close at hand and available for the Lord to use as instruments against the straying covenant peoples any time
after the arrival of Nephi’s boat.⁵⁹

Scriptural Support for the Presence of Others
Prophecies about the Scattering
The scriptural evidence against the presence of others, then, is
sparse and unimpressive. The scriptural evidence for the presence of
others, however, is abundant. For instance, prophecies from the Old
Testament would have led Lehi’s people to expect to be placed in a
new land in the midst of other people. The prophets of ancient Israel
had foretold that the tribes of Israel would be “scatter[ed] . . . among
all people” (Deuteronomy 28:64) and “removed to all the kingdoms
of the earth” (Jeremiah 29:18) and that they would become “wanderers among the nations” (Hosea 9:17). Further, Moses informed them,
“The Lord shall scatter you among the nations, and ye shall be left
few in number among the heathen, whither the Lord shall lead you”
(Deuteronomy 4:27). These prophecies make plain that the whole
house of Israel was subject to being scattered among non-Israelite
peoples who would be more numerous than they.⁶⁰ Lehi taught his
59. Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived,” 7–8. For an earlier but similar view, see
Gareth W. Lowe, “The Book of Mormon and Early Southwest Cultures,” U.A.S. [University
Archaeological Society] Newsletter, no. 19 (12 April 1954): 3.
60. D. Jeffrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are the Children of Lehi?”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 38, 46–51.
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children that they should consider themselves to be a part of this scattering: “Yea, even my father spake much concerning the Gentiles, and
also concerning the house of Israel, that they should be compared like
unto an olive-tree, whose branches should be broken oﬀ and should
be scattered upon all the face of the earth. Wherefore, he said it must
needs be that we should be led with one accord into the land of promise, unto the fulﬁlling of the word of the Lord, that we should be scattered” (1 Nephi 10:12–13).
The allegory of the olive tree, as recounted by Jacob, spells their
fate out even more plainly. Branches broken off the tame tree, which
represents historical Israel (Jacob 5:3), are to be grafted onto the roots
of wild trees, meaning non-Israelite groups. In other words, there is to
be a demographic union between two groups, with “young and tender
branches” from the original tree, Israel, being grafted onto wild rootstock
in various parts of the vineyard or the earth (Jacob 5:8; see also 14). Jacob
5:25 and 43 clearly identify Lehi’s people as such a broken-oﬀ branch.
That branch is to be planted in the choicest spot of the vineyard. In that
prime location, the Lord has already cut down “that which cumbered
this spot of ground” (Jacob 5:44)—clearly a reference to the destruction of the Jaredites.⁶¹ In addition, the statement that one part of the
new hybrid tree “brought forth good fruit,” while the other portion
“brought forth wild fruit,” is an obvious reference to the Nephites and
Lamanites respectively (Jacob 5:45).
So the Lehite “tree” of the allegory consists of a population geographically “transplanted” from the original Israelite promised land
and “grafted” onto a wild root—or joined with non-Israelite people.
Note that the Lord considers the new root to be “good” despite its being wild (Jacob 5:48). This allegorical description requires that a nonIsraelite root—other peoples, in terms of this discussion—already
61. The previous tree, or at least that part which cumbered the ground, is said to have
been “cut down,” not uprooted. Younger olive branches can be planted or grafted into an
older rootstock or stump. For pictures of such hybrid olive trees, see The Allegory of the
Olive Tree, ed. Stephen D. Ricks and John W. Welch (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and
FARMS, 1994), 536, 539.
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be present on the scene where the “young and tender branch,” Lehi’s
group, would be merged with them.
Open-ended Promises concerning the Land
Book of Mormon prophets describe for latter-day readers the responsibilities that rest upon those who inherit the land of promise.
But these conditions did not begin with Lehi’s family or even with the
Jaredites; this land has been one of promise from its beginning (Ether
13:2).⁶² Those conditions specify that the people and nations who inhabit the land are to be free from bondage, captivity, and “all other nations under heaven” if they will serve God (Ether 2:12). The reverse is
also implicit in Moroni’s statement: those who do not serve God have
no promised protection and may expect to be subjected to bondage,
captivity, and aﬄiction by other nations who will come to the land and
exercise God’s judgment upon them. Some people, then, are brought
to the land for their righteousness, and others are brought to scourge
the inhabitants. Moroni also states that unrighteous nations or people
may be swept oﬀ the face of the land, but “it is not until the fulness of
iniquity among the children of the land, that they are swept oﬀ ” (Ether
2:10), suggesting that those peoples who do not reach a “fulness of iniquity” may yet remain in the land.
“And he raiseth up a righteous nation, and destroyeth the nations
of the wicked. And he leadeth away the righteous into precious lands,
and the wicked he destroyeth, and curseth the land unto them for their
sakes” (1 Nephi 17:37–38). Nephi’s statement in the context of his own
family’s journey to a New World land of promise suggests that their experience is not unique but indicative of the activities of other groups.
Upon his family’s arrival, Lehi explained the nature of the covenant by
which they would inherit the land. The Lord had led them out of the
land of Jerusalem, “but, said he, notwithstanding our aﬄictions, we
have obtained a land of promise, a land which is choice above all other
62. I interpret the “waters” in this passage to refer to the waters of creation (Genesis
1:9–10) rather than to the waters of the ﬂood of Noah.
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lands; a land which the Lord God hath covenanted with me should be a
land for the inheritance of my seed. Yea, the Lord hath covenanted this
land unto me, and to my children forever, and also all those who should
be led out of other countries by the hand of the Lord ” (2 Nephi 1:5). We
know that the Mulekites were, like the Lehites, led out of the land of
Jerusalem “by the hand of the Lord” (Omni 1:16). Lehi’s reference to
“other countries” suggests countries other than the land of Jerusalem.
Modern readers may correctly include in that category gentile peoples
who migrated to this hemisphere during historic times, yet Lehi does
not limit the application to post-Columbian gentile groups. Their identity is left open and unspeciﬁed.
Wherefore, this land is consecrated unto him whom he
shall bring. And if it so be that they shall serve him according
to the commandments which he hath given, it shall be a land
of liberty unto them; wherefore, they shall never be brought
down into captivity; if so, it shall be because of iniquity; for if
iniquity shall abound cursed shall be the land for their sakes,
but unto the righteous it shall be blessed forever. (2 Nephi 1:7)
Lehi’s words parallel similar promises in both the Book of Mormon
and latter-day revelation:
Cursed shall be the land, yea, this land, unto every nation, kindred, tongue, and people, unto destruction, which do wickedly, when they are fully ripe. (Alma 45:16)
And thus the Lord did pour out his blessings upon this
land, which was choice above all other lands; and he commanded that whoso should possess the land should possess it
unto the Lord, or they should be destroyed when they were
ripened in iniquity; for upon such, saith the Lord: I will pour
out the fulness of my wrath. (Ether 9:20)
And I said unto them, that it should be granted unto them
according to their faith in their prayers; yea, and this was
their faith—that my gospel, which I gave unto them that they
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might preach in their days, might come unto their brethren
the Lamanites, and also all that had become Lamanites because
of their dissensions. Now, this is not all—their faith in their
prayers was that this gospel should be made known also, if it
were possible that other nations should possess this land; and
thus they did leave a blessing upon this land in their prayers,
that whosoever should believe in this gospel in this land might
have eternal life; yea, that it might be free unto all of whatsoever nation, kindred, tongue, or people they may be. (D&C
10:47–52)
In both the Book of Mormon and modern-day scripture, the language of the scriptural promises concerning the land is open-ended. It
refers to “whoso should possess the land” (Ether 2:8), “whatsoever nation”
(Ether 2:9, 12), “he that doth possess it” (Ether 2:10), “all men . . . who
dwell upon the face thereof ” (Ether 13:2), “whosoever should believe in
this gospel in this land” (D&C 10:50), “all of whatsoever nation, kindred,
tongue, or people they may be” (D&C 10:51). The covenant conditions
under which blessings may be inherited are explained, while the identiﬁcation of who may inherit them is left unspeciﬁed in terms of both identiﬁcation and time. Whoever they are, whenever they come, whatever
their origins, the Book of Mormon makes clear that “this land is consecrated unto him whom he shall bring” (2 Nephi 1:7).
The People of Nephi
After telling us that “Laman and Lemuel and the sons of Ishmael
were angry with me because of the admonitions of the Lord” (2 Nephi
4:13) and were planning to kill him (2 Nephi 5:3), Nephi then relates:
And it came to pass that the Lord did warn me, that I,
Nephi, should depart from them and ﬂee into the wilderness,
and all those who would go with me. Wherefore, it came to pass
that I, Nephi, did take my family, and also Zoram and his family, and Sam, mine elder brother and his family, and Jacob and
Joseph, my younger brethren, and also my sisters, and all those
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who would go with me. And all those who would go with me were
those who believed in the warnings and the revelations of God;
wherefore, they did hearken unto my words. (2 Nephi 5:5–6)
At the time the Nephites and the Lamanites separated, then, Nephi
was accompanied by his own family, Zoram and Sam and their respective families, his younger brothers Jacob and Joseph, and his sisters, in
addition to “all those who would go with me.” Who were these others
who “believed in the warnings and the revelations of God”? The most
likely answer seems to be other people living in the land, not of Lehi’s
family. Signiﬁcantly, at this point in the text Nephi introduces the term
people of Nephi for the ﬁrst time in reference to his followers (2 Nephi
5:9), a term that may be suggestive of a larger society including more
than his immediate family.
It is also at this point that the term Lamanite ﬁrst appears. Nephi
explains that he made preparations to defend his people “lest by any
means the people who were now called Lamanites should come upon
us and destroy us; for I knew their hatred towards me and my children and those who were called my people” (2 Nephi 5:14). As demographer James Smith observes, “One reading of the latter phrase is
that ‘Lamanites’ is a new name for the family and followers of Laman,
Nephi’s brother-enemy from whom Nephi ﬂed. Another possible reading is that some people not previously called ‘Lamanites’ were now so
called, presumably because of Laman’s aﬃliation with them.”⁶³
After explaining how he and his people separated themselves from
Laman, Lemuel, the sons of Ishmael, and their people and having told
how the people of Nephi became established in the land, Nephi quotes
a prophecy of the Lord. “And cursed shall be the seed of him that mixeth with their seed; for they shall be cursed even with the same cursing.
And the Lord spake it, and it was done” (2 Nephi 5:23). This prophecy
anticipates future mixing and intermarriage with the Lamanites, but
the immediacy of Nephi’s personal observation that “the Lord spake it,
63. James E. Smith, “How Many Nephites? The Book of Mormon at the Bar of
Demography,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins,
ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1997), 272.
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and it was done” suggests that the process was already underway at the
time Nephi left or very shortly after the separation. That is, unidentiﬁed people had, at this early period, already joined with the Lamanites
in their opposition to Nephi and his people and had become like them,
and Nephi saw this event as a fulﬁllment of the Lord’s prophecy. Since
Nephite dissensions are not explicitly mentioned until several generations later,⁶⁴ Nephi’s statement about unidentiﬁed peoples intermarrying with the Lamanites seems to indicate the presence of other nonLehite peoples who had joined or were joining the Lamanites.
Being Numbered with the People of God
In light of the possibility that additional non-Lehite peoples had
united with both the Nephites and the Lamanites, the teachings of Nephi
and Jacob relating to Isaiah take on greater signiﬁcance. After explaining that “we had already had wars and contentions with” the Lamanites
(2 Nephi 5:34), Nephi inserts a lengthy sermon delivered by his brother
Jacob (2 Nephi 6–10). Jacob indicates that he has previously spoken
about “many things” (2 Nephi 6:2) but that Nephi now wants him to
preach from Isaiah. In fact, Jacob says that Nephi had even selected the
scriptural passages he was to discuss: prophecies of Isaiah that concerned
the relationship between scattered Israel and the Gentiles (2 Nephi 6:4).
Further, Jacob asks his people to liken these passages from Isaiah to their
present situation (2 Nephi 6:5) and suggests that the application of these
teachings concerns “things which are” as well as things “which are to
come” (2 Nephi 6:4). As Latter-day Saints, we quite appropriately focus
64. Although wars and contentions are mentioned by nearly every chronicler who
wrote on Nephi’s small plates, most of these conflicts are specified as being between
Lamanites and Nephites. It is not until Amaleki, the last of these chroniclers, begins his
account that dissent among the Nephites themselves is implied. He records in Omni 1:12–
13 that Mosiah, “being warned of the Lord that he should ﬂee out of the land of Nephi,”
departed into the wilderness with “as many as would hearken unto the voice of the Lord”
and eventually encountered the people of Zarahemla. This exodus, reminiscent of Nephi’s
departure from the land of ﬁrst inheritance generations earlier due to family contention,
is estimated to have occurred sometime between 279 and 130 b.c.

Nephi’s Neighbors (Roper) • 123

on the latter, but what was the context that made likening Isaiah’s words
to themselves meaningful to the Nephites?
Jacob prophesies that in the latter days some Jews will reject the
Messiah and be destroyed, while others will believe and be saved
(2 Nephi 6:14–15). Jacob also interprets Isaiah as referring to two
distinct groups of Gentiles: those who nourish and unite with Israel
(2 Nephi 6:12; 10:18–19), and those who ﬁght against Zion (2 Nephi
6:13; 10:16). In the latter days, both groups of Gentiles will play an active role in the drama of Israel’s gathering and redemption. “Wherefore,
he that ﬁghteth against Zion, both Jew and Gentile, both bond and free,
both male and female, shall perish; for they are they who are the whore
of all the earth; for they who are not for me are against me, saith our
God” (2 Nephi 10:16). Certainly, Jacob’s sermon looks to the future,
but I am persuaded that in likening Jacob’s teachings to themselves,
Nephite contemporary listeners would have drawn the obvious parallel
with their own situation. As a branch of scattered Israel in a new land
of promise, they sought to establish Zion but were opposed, hated, and
persecuted by their former brethren. Even when Jacob applies these
prophecies to the latter days, his words have immediate relevance to
his contemporary listeners, who would likely have seen their Lamanite
persecutors as the “Jews” of Jacob’s prophecy and the “Gentiles” as
those non-Lehite peoples who had joined with the Lamanites against
the people of Nephi. However, in his application of Isaiah to the
Lehites, Jacob explains that not all Gentiles would oppose Zion and
that some would be joint heirs with the people of Lehi in the blessings
of the land: “But behold, this land, said God, shall be a land of thine
inheritance, and the Gentiles shall be blessed upon the land” (2 Nephi
10:10). How would the Gentiles in the land be blessed? By being numbered among the children of Lehi.
Wherefore, my beloved brethren, thus saith our God:
I will aﬄict thy seed by the hand of the Gentiles; nevertheless, I will soften the hearts of the Gentiles, that they shall be
like unto a father to them; wherefore, the Gentiles shall be
blessed and numbered among the house of Israel. Wherefore,
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I will consecrate this land unto thy seed, and them who shall
be numbered among thy seed, forever, for the land of their inheritance; for it is a choice land, saith God unto me, above all
other lands, wherefore I will have all men that dwell thereon
that they shall worship me, saith God. (2 Nephi 10:18–19)
The Lord’s promise, delivered to the people of Nephi by Jacob, is a
perpetual one, having application from their own time forward. In the
context of its time, Jacob’s sermon can be read as addressing the immediate question of how Lehite Israel was to relate to and interact with
non-Lehite peoples in the promised land.⁶⁵ The answer was that they
might, if they so chose, join with the people of God in seeking to build
up Zion as joint inheritors of the land. Once they did so, they too became Israel and were numbered with Lehi’s seed. Some have wondered
why, if other people were present in the land during Book of Mormon
times, they were not mentioned more frequently in the record. The
precedent of making no distinction between Lehi’s descendants and
converts from the rest of the population, introduced by the Nephites’
ﬁrst priest, would have been foundational to the unity of Nephite society, would have inﬂuenced the words of later Nephite prophets, and
may have set the additional precedent of viewing all peoples in the land
in polar terms, such as Zion/Babylon or Nephite/Lamanite. Previous
cultural identity would have been swallowed up in this polarized
frame of reference. An example of this process can be seen in the case
of Nephi’s righteous brother Sam. When Lehi blesses Sam, he promises, “Blessed art thou, and thy seed; for thou shalt inherit the land like
unto thy brother Nephi. And thy seed shall be numbered with his seed;
and thou shalt be even like unto thy brother, and thy seed like unto
his seed; and thou shalt be blessed in all thy days” (2 Nephi 4:11). Lehi
blesses all his children, but only Sam is promised that his seed will be
numbered with Nephi’s. Interestingly, when Lehite tribal designations
65. For a similar perspective, see Brant Gardner, “A Social History of the Early
Nephites, Part 1,” Meridian Magazine, 2003, www.meridianmagazine.com/sci_rel/
030731fair.html (accessed 16 October 2003).
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are mentioned, there is no tribe of Sam (Jacob 1:13; 4 Nephi 1:35–38).
Why? Apparently because when one is numbered with a people, one
takes upon oneself the name and identity of that people. Similarly,
Gentiles, once numbered with Israel or Lehi, are thereafter identiﬁed
with their covenant fathers without respect to biological origin. From
then on, they too are simply Israel.
Nephi’s emphasis on the universal nature of God’s love is even
more meaningful if written and taught to a people grappling with issues of ethnic and social diversity. “And he inviteth them all to come
unto him and partake of his goodness; and he denieth none that come
unto him, black and white, bond and free, male and female; and he
remembereth the heathen; and all are alike unto God, both Jew and
Gentile” (2 Nephi 26:33). Nephites would understand Jews to be those
who came out from Jerusalem, yet the additional reference to Gentiles
and heathen would only make sense to a Nephite if there were others
in the land.
Likening Isaiah unto the Nephites
If there were others in the land, it would also help explain why
many of Nephi’s people had diﬃculty understanding Isaiah, although
not all of them did (2 Nephi 25:1–6). Converts who had never lived
in the ancient Near East would have lacked the historical and cultural
background that made the words of Isaiah “plain” to Nephi. It is also
apparent that some Isaiah passages cited by Nephite prophets would
make better sense to a Nephite if there were others in the land. Here we
will mention just three.
• Strangers join the house of Israel. “For the Lord will have mercy
on Jacob, and will yet choose Israel, and set them in their own land;
and the strangers shall be joined with them, and they shall cleave to the
house of Jacob” (2 Nephi 24:1). Such prophecies may quite properly be
applied to latter-day readers of the Book of Mormon as we liken the
scriptures to ourselves, but they need not refer to us exclusively. How
would the Nephites have likened this scripture to their own situation,
as their prophets invited them to do? They would no doubt recognize
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the great mercy of the Lord in bringing them out from Jerusalem and
saving them from destruction, and they would also see the Lord’s hand
in setting them in a new land of promise where they could establish
Zion. Signiﬁcantly, this prophecy would also suggest to the ancient audience that there were “strangers” in the land who had joined or would
join with them in accepting the teachings of Nephi and could be numbered with the house of Jacob.
• Temples and people. “And it shall come to pass in the last days,
when the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established in the top
of the mountains, and shall be exalted above the hills, and all nations
shall ﬂow unto it. And many people shall go and say, Come ye, and let
us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob;
and he will teach us of his ways, and we will walk in his paths; for out of
Zion shall go forth the law, and the word of the Lord from Jerusalem”
(2 Nephi 12:2–3, quoting Isaiah 2:2–3). While there are several ways
of reading this passage, the Nephites would likely have thought about
their own temple, recently constructed at the direction of Nephi “after
the manner of the temple of Solomon” (2 Nephi 5:16). This was the
temple at which Jacob taught (Jacob 1:17; 2:11) and likely the one at
which Nephi’s own teachings to his people and his quotations of Isaiah
were presented. Isaiah’s reference to “many people” coming up to be
taught would evoke the idea of people joining the Nephites and accepting their traditions and beliefs.
• A confederacy against Zion. Nephi cites Isaiah’s prophecy concerning the alliance of Rezin, king of Syria, and Pekah, king of Israel,
against Ahaz, king of Judah (2 Nephi 17–22, quoting Isaiah 7–12).
Ephraim, Judah’s brother-tribe, has allied itself with a non-Isaelite
nation (Syria), and they seek to depose Ahaz and replace him with
someone of their choosing (2 Nephi 17:1–6, quoting Isaiah 7:1–6).
Responding to the crisis and the fears of the king and the people of
Judah, Isaiah prophesies that the conspiracy of their enemies “shall
not stand, neither shall it come to pass” (2 Nephi 17:7, quoting Isaiah
7:7) and urges Ahaz simply to have faith and be faithful (2 Nephi 17:9,
quoting Isaiah 7:9). The application to Nephi’s day is plain: In his ambition to gain power and assert his claims to rulership, Laman, leader

Nephi’s Neighbors (Roper) • 127

of the brother-tribe of “the people who were now called Lamanites”
(2 Nephi 5:14), has very possibly, like Pekah of Israel, acquired nonIsraelite allies and made war on another ruler of Israelite descent,
Nephi, and his people (2 Nephi 5:1–3, 14, 19, 34). Perhaps frightened
by the superior numbers of their enemies, the people are counseled to
trust in the Lord.
Although, as Sorenson posits, the Book of Mormon may be a lineage history with an accordingly narrow focus, scriptural evidences
hinting at the presence of other peoples in the New World are abundant within the Book of Mormon and other scriptures. Many of these
passages, in fact, take on a clearer meaning when their wording, content, and context are considered with the possibility in mind that Lehi’s
family and the Mulekites were merely two groups among many others
in the land of promise.

Conclusion
It is true that the assumption that Native Americans are of exclusively Israelite heritage has been around for a number of years.
Unfortunately for those who would like to use it to denounce the Book
of Mormon, it is neither revelatory nor canonical. Regardless of who
may have believed or propounded it in the past or under what circumstances they may have done so, it has never been anything more than
an uncanonized, unscriptural assumption.
On the other hand, many Latter-day Saints over the years, including a number of church leaders, have acknowledged the likelihood
that before, during, and following the events recounted in the Book
of Mormon, the American hemisphere has been visited and inhabited
by nations, kindreds, tongues, and peoples not mentioned in the text.
They also concede that these groups may have signiﬁcantly impacted
the populations of the Americas genetically, culturally, linguistically,
and in many other ways. Latter-day Saint interest in historical and scientiﬁc evidence for such migrations began early in the history of the
restored church and has not waned appreciably since then.
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Finally, neither in the Book of Mormon itself nor in the scriptural
revelations concerning it is there anything to contradict the view that
Nephi had neighbors in his New World land of promise. There is, on
the other hand, much within these sources that seems to support this
idea. Like the God whose gospel they proclaim, these scriptures and
revelations are not respecters of persons. They insist upon a place for
Israel in the ancestral heritage of Native Americans, but they do not
insist upon an exclusive one.

Swimming in the Gene Pool:
Israelite Kinship Relations,
Genes, and Genealogy
Matthew Roper

T

he term Lamanite, according to Thomas W. Murphy in his recent article, “is a modern social and political designation that
lacks verifiable biological or historical underpinnings linking it to
ancient American Indians.”¹ He bases this argument against the
Book of Mormon upon recent studies of DNA that, so far, seem to
demonstrate an almost exclusively Asiatic genetic background for
Native American peoples.² The Book of Mormon claims an ancient
Israelite heritage for the American Indian, and since identiﬁable genetic evidence that might connect contemporary Native Americans
with modern Jews is lacking, Murphy asserts that this contradicts the
revelations of Joseph Smith and long-held traditional views about the
Book of Mormon. Further, Latter-day Saints should abandon their
belief that the Book of Mormon is an authentic account of an ancient
American people and concede it to be an anachronistic specimen of
nineteenth-century racist ideology.³
1. Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American
Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 68.
2. These are studies not done by Murphy, but by others whose objectives had nothing to do with the Book of Mormon. See David A. McClellan, “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic
Signature: Possible, Probable, or Not?” in this number, pages 35–90.
3. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 68. For a speciﬁc response
to this charge, see John Tvedtnes, “The Charge of ‘Racism’ in the Book of Mormon,” in
this number, pages 183–97.

130 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

Several assumptions underlie these arguments against the Book
of Mormon, and these are not always made clear. For example, what
do we really know about the hereditary background of Israel and the
ancient Near East? Were they a uniform genetic group? What genetic
characteristics would distinguish an ancient Israelite population from
other Asiatic groups of the same era? Are modern Jewish populations
hereditarily the same as ancient Israelite populations? Are modern
Asiatic populations hereditarily the same as ancient Asiatic populations? Those who wish to demonstrate on the basis of DNA studies that
Native American populations do not have Israelite roots should ﬁrst establish what an ancient Israelite source population should be like. When
one examines the biblical account and later Jewish history, however, it
becomes clear that Israel was never a genetically homogeneous entity. Further, examination of the nature of ancient Israel raises similar
questions about the genetic heritage of the “people of Lehi” (3 Nephi
4:11) as described in the Book of Mormon. Were all Book of Mormon
peoples literally descended from Israel? Are all Amerindians descendants of Laman? Is the term Lamanite an exclusively genetic classiﬁcation? The text of the Book of Mormon makes it clear that Lehite Israel
was not conﬁned to literal descendants, but also included many of other
origins who, under diﬀerent conditions and circumstances, came to be
numbered among Israel. Finally, to what extent might the present-day
Native American population plausibly have any Israelite genetic heritage? Could one reasonably expect it to be identiﬁable? Does a lack of
genetic evidence negate the possibility of an authentic genealogical descent? In fact, population studies have shown that the notion of Lehi as
an ancestor of the majority of the current Amerindian population is not
as far-fetched as some may assume.⁴

Who Is an Israelite?
One key assumption made by some recent critics of the Book
of Mormon is that ancient Israel was a genetically identiﬁable group
4. See Brian Stubbs, “Elusive Israel and the Numerical Dynamics of Population
Mixing,” in this number, pages 165–82.
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with a common set of markers that can still be found in modern
Jewish populations. They conclude that it is a simple matter of testing Jewish DNA against Native American DNA to see if there are
genetic ties.⁵ But terms like Israelite or Jew can denote various kinds
of identities, including sociocultural and political, as well as genetic
relationships. In order to determine who is most likely to be a literal
descendant of Israel or of Lehi, one must look in the right places. The
Bible and the Book of Mormon are the primary sources of information concerning these people. As we review what these scriptures tell
us about the biblical patriarchs and their descendants, we must bear
in mind that most of the DNA studies performed using samples from
Native Americans have been of mitochondrial DNA (mtDNA), which
is passed directly from a woman to each of her oﬀspring, with no input from the father.⁶
Before DNA sampling from the Old and New Worlds can be used to
argue for or against the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon, a
number of factors must be considered. For example, from whom must
DNA samples be taken in order to be relevant? While some Latter-day
Saints may have assumed that everyone inhabiting the New World prior
to the arrival of European explorers was a descendant of Lehi’s party, the
Book of Mormon makes no such claim. Indeed, on a number of occasions the Nephite text indicates that others were in the land.⁷ Given the
likelihood that some of Lehi’s descendants intermarried with indigenous
peoples, an interpretation held by many Latter-day Saints, we are faced
with the difficulty of identifying who might plausibly be expected to
carry Lehite DNA. The same problem exists with regard to Old World
Israelites. Can one merely take DNA samples from people who currently identify themselves as Jewish and expect them to match Nephite
or Lamanite DNA?
5. See studies referred to by Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 59–61.
6. For a full description of the uses of mitochondrial DNA in genetic identiﬁcation,
see McClellan, “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature,” in this number, pages 42–43, 69–71.
7. See Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and PreColumbian Populations,” in this number, pages 91–128.
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Children of Abraham and of Israel
In order to understand what Israel meant anciently in terms of kinship relations, it is necessary to review the history and development of
that people as described in the biblical account. Abraham is the first
person to be called a “Hebrew” in the Bible (Genesis 14:13), though
his grandson Jacob, who lived in Syria for a time, is termed a “Syrian”
(Deuteronomy 26:5). The Bible gives us the names of Abraham’s patrilineal male ancestors, but we know nothing about the origin of his mother
or his wife Sarah. This poses a problem for a researcher hoping to trace
the Abrahamic genetic heritage using mtDNA.
In addition to Sarah’s son, Isaac, Abraham had sons by two
other wives: an Egyptian named Hagar, who bore Ishmael (Genesis
16:1, 3; 21:9; 25:12); and a woman of unknown origin named
Keturah, who bore six sons (Genesis 25:1–4). Besides his own children and immediate family, Abraham’s house included men and
women servants and people he had converted to his faith (Genesis
12:5; Abraham 2:15). Among these were his chief steward, Eliezer
(Genesis 15:2), and 318 “trained servants, born in his own house,”
who could be mustered for battle (Genesis 14:14). All of these, according to the custom of the time, would have been considered
“Hebrews,” though they may have had no biological relationship to
Abraham. This presents a second problem for those who hope to use
the Bible as documentation of genetic connections.
Abraham’s son Ishmael married an Egyptian woman (Genesis
21:21), while Isaac married his cousin Rebekah. Isaac’s son Esau had
two Hittite wives (Genesis 26:34) and another who was a daughter
of Ishmael (Genesis 28:8–9). Esau’s brother, Jacob, who came to be
known as Israel, fathered twelve sons and one daughter by four wives
(Genesis 29:28–35; 30:1–24; 35:15–19). Each of Jacob’s children would
have carried the mtDNA of his or her mother. While two of these
wives, Leah and Rachel, were Jacob’s cousins, the Bible tells us nothing
of the origins and background of the other two, Zilpah and Bilhah.
Likewise, little is known of the women who married the sons of
Jacob, though we know that Joseph married an Egyptian, Asenath,
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who bore him Manasseh and Ephraim (Genesis 41:45, 50–52).⁸
Joseph’s half-brother Judah had three sons by a Canaanite wife named
Shuah and twin sons by Tamar, whose ancestry is unknown (Genesis
38:2–30). Of the half-Canaanite sons, only one (Shelah) lived long
enough to have posterity, but his mtDNA would be unlike that of his
half-brothers, Pharez and Zarah, unless their mothers were sisters
(Genesis 46:12; Numbers 26:19–21). From Pharez descended Salmon,
who married the Canaanite woman Rahab, who had been spared
with her father’s household during the Israelite destruction of the
city of Jericho in Joshua’s day. Their son was Boaz, who married the
Moabitess Ruth, who became the great-grandmother of King David
and, consequently, of all the kings of Judah and of Jesus Christ himself (Ruth 4:18–22; Matthew 1:2–16). While most of the kings of Judah
from whom Christ is descended married women of the same tribe or
of other Israelite tribes, this is not true of all of them. For example,
Rehoboam, son of Solomon, was born of a woman named Naamah,
who was an Ammonitess (1 Kings 14:21, 31; 2 Chronicles 12:13).
Genesis 40:10 informs us that Simeon had a Canaanite wife, but nothing is said of the other wives of Jacob’s sons or their origins, although
it seems likely that they also married outside Abraham’s kin group.
The children and grandchildren of Jacob who are mentioned in the
biblical account number seventy, but this does not include daughters
and granddaughters. Although nothing is speciﬁcally said on the matter, it is not unreasonable to assume that Jacob’s people included servants and their families as well.⁹ One thing, however, seems certain:
all of Jacob’s grandchildren inherited their mtDNA from their mothers, who were likely non-Israelite.
We know very little about Israelite marriage practices in Egypt
during the four-hundred-year sojourn there; however, there is some
indication that intermarriage with non-Israelite peoples was not
uncommon (see, for example, Leviticus 24:10). Moses married a
8. Lehi was “a descendant of Manasseh” (Alma 10:3), so he had partial Egyptian heritage.
9. The Bible notes that Rebekah’s nurse, Deborah, accompanied Jacob and his family
during their return to his homeland (Genesis 35:8).
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Midianitess (Exodus 2:21). When the Israelites left Egypt, it is said
that a “mixed multitude” went with them (Exodus 12:38; Numbers
11:4).¹⁰ Whatever its size, the exodus group included many who were
not descended from Jacob’s original family.¹¹ We have no details about
the ancestry of these other people, but we know from Leviticus 24:10
that at least one of the men who ﬂed into the wilderness with Moses
had an Israelite mother and an Egyptian father.
Israel in the Promised Land
According to prominent Jewish scholar Raphael Patai, “It seems
quite certain that the Israelite tribes which settled in Canaan in the
thirteenth century b.c. contained, in addition to the original Aramaean
stock of Abraham and his half-sister Sarah, also Amorite and Hittite, as
well as Canaanite and Egyptian, racial elements.”¹² Following their war
with the Midianites, the Israelites “took all of the women of Midian
captives, and their little ones” (Numbers 31:9). When Moses learned
of this, he ordered them to slay the males and all the women who were
not virgins but allowed his people to marry the virgins (Numbers
31:15–18). This would have had a substantial impact on the mtDNA of
the various tribes, yet we know very little or nothing about the genetic
inheritance of the Midianites.
Some Bible scholars believe that the Jerahmeelites, Kenizzites,
and Calebites associated with the tribe of Judah in the Bible were
non-Israelite peoples adopted or absorbed into that tribe.¹³ The
Kenites, descendants of Moses’ Midianite father-in-law, assisted the
tribe of Judah in conquering the region of Arad during the Israelite
invasion of Canaan (Judges 1:16). One of their number, Heber,
10. The term mixed multitude denotes non-Israelites in Nehemiah 13:3.
11. John Bright, A History of Israel, 3rd ed. (Philadelphia: Westminster, 1981), 134.
12. Raphael Patai, The Myth of the Jewish Race, rev. ed. (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1989), 94.
13. Roger W. Uitti, “Jerahmeel,” in The Anchor Bible Dictionary (New York: Doubleday,
1992), 3:683; J. Kenneth Kuntz, “Kenaz,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:17; Mark J. Fretz and
Raphael I. Panitz, “Caleb,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, 1:808–10; and Bright, History of Israel,
134. In the Bible, see Judges 4:11 and 1 Samuel 15:6; 27:10; 30:29; cf. Genesis 15:19.
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moved to the northern part of the land, where his wife, Jael, slew
the Canaanite general Sisera (Judges 4:11–22). Several generations
later, Jehonadab, son of Rechab, another Kenite living in the same
region, took part in the overthrow of the house of Ahab (2 Kings
10:15–17; 1 Chronicles 2:55). Some of the Rechabites were later
taken into the temple in Jerusalem by the prophet Jeremiah, who
praised them for their faithfulness (Jeremiah 35). It is likely that
there was some intermarriage between Israel and these people. Also
during the conquest, the Gibeonites, who controlled four cities,
were incorporated into the people of Israel (Joshua 9). Again, we
know very little about the background and origin of this people.
The Lord’s instruction to the Israelites was to destroy the people
of the land of Canaan (“the Hittites, and the Amorites, the Canaanites,
and the Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites”) but to make peace
with more distant cities when possible. When not possible, they were
to slay the men but keep the women and children for themselves
(Deuteronomy 20:10–17). Following subsequent wars with the Syrians,
Ammonites, Moabites, and Edomites, the Israelites would also have
married women of those nations, thus introducing new mtDNA into
the Israelite gene pool.
As it turned out, the Israelites did not destroy all the people of the
land of Canaan.¹⁴ They were unable to expel the Canaanite residents of
Beth-shean, Taanach, Dor, Ibleam, Megiddo, Gezer, Kitron, Nahalol,
Accho, Zidon, Ahlab, Achzib, Helbah, Aphik, Rehob, Beth-shemesh, and
Beth-anath, among others, all of whom were made to pay tribute and remained among the Israelites (Judges 1:27–36).
After the Israelites settled in Canaan, they intermarried with
the indigenous inhabitants of the land. “And the children of Israel
dwelt among the Canaanites, Hittites, and Amorites, and Perizzites,
and Hivites, and Jebusites: And they took their daughters to be their
wives, and gave their daughters to their sons, and served their gods”
(Judges 3:5–6). Patai writes:
14. See Judges 1:19, 21, 27–35; 2:1–3, 11–14, 20–23; 3:5–7; 10:6. I noted earlier that
the family of Rahab of Jericho was saved.
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We know too little about the racial identity of the
Israelites and the nations enumerated above in this early period to be able to assess the racial signiﬁcance of these intermarriages. There can, however, be little doubt that several
nations were racially quite diﬀerent from the Israelites. Thus
the Philistines had come, in all probability, from the island
of Crete (“Caphtor”). The Hivites, generally identiﬁed with
the Hurrians, were a non-“Semitic” people whose original
home seems to have been in Eastern Anatolia. The Hittites
had come from Central Anatolia where they had a powerful empire in the second millennium b.c. The Canaanites
and Zidonians seem to have been of a racial stock similar
to that of the Israelites. The racial identity of the Amorites,
Perizzites, and Jebusites is unknown.¹⁵
Consequently, from the beginning, Israel came to incorporate
many non-Israelite peoples into its tribal structure, even though they
were originally neither a part of the exodus group nor of the house
and family of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob. The story of Lehi’s own
tribe, Manasseh, is typical:
Although the earliest Israelite population of Manasseh
was rural, the tribal territory remained under the dominance of a number of towns in its heartland that only gradually became Israelite. Shechem, for instance, was already of
importance to the oldest Israelites in the Bronze Age, but
in the period of the Judges it still had a predominantly nonIsraelite population (Judges 9). Like Tirzah and Hepher,
Shechem was ultimately included in the tribal genealogy
(Num 26:28–34; Josh 17:2–3). Other former Canaanite
towns like Ibleam, Dothan, Beth-shan, Taanach, and
Megiddo were more peripheral. Gradually all of these towns
became Israelite.¹⁶
15. Patai, Myth of the Jewish Race, 96.
16. C. H. J. de Geus, “Manasseh,” in Anchor Bible Dictionary, 4:495.
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Lehi’s genetic heritage, then, is likely to have been as diverse as
that of any other descendant of Israel. Indeed, the very fact that Lehi
was still in Judah after his tribe had gone into captivity and subsequently disappeared, as well as the fact that he was unaware of his
tribal aﬃliation until he read the brass plates, indicates that genetic
relationships were by no means the sole ties binding Israelite society
together. And, of course, the mtDNA passed on to Lehi’s children
would not in any case have been his own.¹⁷
“In a small country such as biblical Israel,” observes Patai, “with
non-Hebrew ethnic elements interspersed with the Hebrews and surrounding them on all sides within a few miles of their main urban
population centers, and with lively commercial, cultural, and often
also hostile contacts across the borders (all of which is amply attested
in the books of Samuel and Kings), there can be no question but that
interbreeding was an everyday occurrence.”¹⁸ The ever-increasing
genetic complexity of this mixture of interbred peoples can be illustrated using just a few examples from the time of King David, which
we can assume were typical of other contemporary Israelite relationships at the time. As noted by Patai,
David had a Hittite oﬃcer in his army, Uriah, whose wife was an
Israelite woman. Tyrian carpenters and masons lived for years
in Jerusalem while they built a palace for David. David himself
had numerous concubines, some of whom must have been alien
slave girls. His servants, too, had such handmaids. Among his
slaves were Moabites. After he smote Hadadezer, king of Zobah
in Syria, he brought back thousands of prisoners of war. Part of
his own army consisted of Cherethites and Pelethites who were,
in all probability, foreign troops. He also had troops from the
Philistine city of Gath. Among his servants there was a Cushite;
17. For a brief look at the problem of tracing Lehi’s genetic signature through mtDNA
or Y-chromosome DNA, see John M. Butler, “A Few Thoughts from a Believing DNA
Scientist,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 36–37. For a more extensive
look, see McClellan, “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature,” in this number.
18. Patai, Myth of the Jewish Race, 96.
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and among the thirty “mighty men” of David, who seem to have
been commanders of élite troops, there were several foreigners.
The commander of his camel corps was Obil the Ishmaelite. His
ﬂocks were under the control of Jaziz the Hagrite; the Hagrites
were, like the Ishmaelites, nomadic, tent-dwelling tribes located
east of Gilead in the Syrian Desert. The presence of so many
foreign men could not help but lead to interbreeding with the
Israelite women.¹⁹
Patai adds that “toward the end of this period, the mixed origin of
the Judaites must have been common knowledge.”²⁰
Hiram, the architect of Solomon’s temple, was a resident of the
Canaanite city of Tyre; his father was a Tyrian, but his mother was
of the Israelite tribe of Naphtali (1 Kings 7:13–14). The king of Tyre,
whose name was also Hiram, in payment for his assistance in providing materials and workmen for the temple, received from Solomon
control over some twenty Galilean cities (1 Kings 9:11).
Solomon married an Egyptian princess (1 Kings 3:1; 7:8; 9:16, 24).
“But king Solomon loved many strange [foreign] women, together
with the daughter of Pharaoh, women of the Moabites, Ammonites,
Edomites, Zidonians, and Hittites; of the nations concerning which the
Lord said unto the children of Israel, Ye shall not go in to them, neither
shall they come in unto you: for surely they will turn away your heart
after their gods: Solomon clave unto these in love” (1 Kings 11:1–2). A
few generations later, Ahab, king of Israel, married Jezebel, daughter of
the king of the Canaanite city of Zidon (1 Kings 16:30–31). According
to 1 Chronicles 2:34–35, Sheshan, of the tribe of Judah, married his
daughter to an Egyptian servant named Jarha. We also know that
Samson, of the tribe of Dan, preferred Philistine women (Judges 14:1–
3; 16:1–20). So the intermarriage of Israelites with their neighbors is
well attested in the Bible and may have been even more widespread
than these few examples illustrate. Indeed, through the prophet Ezekiel
19. Ibid., 96–97.
20. Ibid., 97.
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the Lord said to the Jewish city of Jerusalem, “Thy birth and thy nativity is of the land of Canaan; thy father was an Amorite, and thy mother
an Hittite” (Ezekiel 16:3).
After the time of David and Solomon, ethnic groups within the
land came to be included by biblical writers under the label Israel
even though at one time they had been seen as socially distinct. “By
the end of the united monarchy,” notes Ziony Zevit, “they were either wiped out (completely or partially) or they were absorbed into
the fabric of the tribal organizations (cf. 1 Sam. 27:8; Deut. 21:10–13;
Josh. 9:26–27 [an apologetic etiology]). If absorbed, they were no
longer ‘others.’ ”²¹ They were now simply Israel.
In his seminal history of Israel, historian John Bright argues that
we are not to suppose that the entity we call Israel was formed
and held together in the face of adversity exclusively, or even
primarily, through ties of blood kinship. True, the Bible traces
the descent of all the tribes to the ancestor Jacob (Israel), and
this might lead one to suppose that Israel was in fact a kinship unit. But kinship terminology is often employed in the
Bible to express a social solidarity, a feeling of closeness,
that actually arose from other factors. Seldom in all of history has blood kinship, or common racial stock or language,
been the determinative factor in the formation and preservation of larger social and political units. What is more to the
point, there is abundant evidence that not all Israelites were
in fact related one to another by blood. . . . As the Bible itself makes clear, Israel—both those parts of it that had come
from the desert and those parts already present in Palestine
who entered into its structure—included elements of the
most heterogeneous origin who could not possibly have descended from a single family tree. Even the various tribes
doubtless represented territorial units, rather than familial
21. Ziony Zevit, The Religions of Ancient Israel: A Synthesis of Parallactic Approaches
(London: Continuum, 2000), 642.
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ones (though, naturally, through intermarriage, ties of real
kinship were doubtless strong within the tribes). And, on the
other hand, it was never her bloodstream, her racial stock or
her language, that set Israel oﬀ from her immediate neighbors (Canaanites, Moabites, Ammonites, Edomites, etc.), but
rather the tradition (or, if one prefers, the ideology) to which
she was committed. Speaking theologically, one might with
justice call Israel a family; but from a historical point of view
neither her ﬁrst appearance nor her continued existence can
be accounted for in terms of blood kinship.²²
Even in preexilic times, Israel was a mixture of diverse groups, many
of whose exact origins are unknown. In addition to actual descendants of Abraham, “Israel” always included many others who became attached to that body in various ways.
By 722 b.c., the northern kingdom of Israel had been carried into captivity by the Assyrians. Assyrian records report that
27, 290 inhabitants of Samaria were taken captive by Sargon,²³ but
we can assume that previous Assyrian invasions would have taken
away many more. Shortly after the fall of Samaria, Sennacherib invaded Judah, conquered many of its cities, and drove out of them
200,150 men, women, and children.²⁴ Assyrian captives were forcibly resettled in northern Mesopotamia, where many would have
intermarried with the peoples of that land, eventually losing their
identity as Israel and becoming “lost” to history. Other remnants
of the northern kingdom remained in the land and intermarried
with non-Israelite peoples whom the Assyrians had brought in to
replace the Israelites who had been carried away. Given how little
we know of the details of such events, it is difficult to measure
the genetic effect that such intermarriages had upon subsequent
Israelites. Because Lehi and Laban were descendants of the tribes
22. Bright, History of Israel, 163.
23. From the Annals of Sargon II, quoted in James B. Pritchard, ed., The Ancient Near East,
vol. 1, An Anthology of Texts and Pictures (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1958), 195.
24. From the Prism of Sennacherib, quoted in Pritchard, Ancient Near East, 200.

Swimming in the Gene Pool (Roper) • 141

of Joseph (1 Nephi 5: 14, 16), whose lands of inheritance were
in the kingdom of Israel, it is possible that their ancestors had
been displaced during the war with Assyria and had relocated in
Judah.²⁵ Did any of Lehi’s ancestors marry non-Israelites? What
effect would such relationships have had upon Lehi’s genetic inheritance? We don’t know.

Who Is a Jew?
Although the kingdom of Judah endured for 134 years longer
than the kingdom of Israel, it underwent genetic changes as sweeping as those that overwhelmed its brother nation. In addition to the
regular intermarriages recorded in the Bible as normal in everyday
Judaic life, inhabitants of Judah who refused to heed Jeremiah, Lehi,
and their contemporary prophets experienced the Babylonian conquest and captivity, which meant new infusions of DNA from captors and fellow captives. The subsequent conquest of Babylon by the
Medes and Persians brought new intermarriages (the most famous of
which is chronicled in the biblical book of Esther), as well as the opportunity for Jews to choose whether to remain in Babylon or to return to Judah and rebuild it. Since some chose to leave and others to
remain, the genetic heritage of the Jews became divided at that point
into many streams of genetic history.
In time, the returned inhabitants of Judah suffered conquest and
occupation by ﬁrst the Greeks and then the Romans, with further intermarriage as the almost inevitable result. The Jews to whom Jesus came
to teach his gospel were genetically a very mixed group, and the Savior
knew it. His apparent reluctance to heal the Syro-Phoenician woman’s
daughter (Matthew 15:21–28; Mark 7:24–30) stemmed not from racist
feeling but from his sense of mission toward covenant Israel; genetically,
the woman may have had every right to claim Israelite heritage.
25. See Jeﬀrey R. Chadwick, “Lehi’s House at Jerusalem and the Land of His Inheritance,” in Glimpses of Lehi’s Jerusalem (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2004), 81–130.
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The ﬁnal great historical blow to the already compromised purity of
Jewish DNA came about with the expulsion of the Jews from the land
of their inheritance soon after the death and resurrection of Christ. In
the Diaspora that followed, Jews spread from Spain to China, separating
their genetic heritage into innumerable divergent streams. Depending
on the tolerance level of their host cultures, perceived needs for alliances,
conversion rates, types of contact in the course of everyday life, and a
myriad of other inﬂuences, intermarriage has been more or less a factor
in Jewish genetic heritage ever since.
Later Criteria for Jewishness
To whom, then, does the term Jewish refer? In ancient Israel,
one was considered a member of one’s father’s tribe and clan. This
changed in postbiblical Judaism, when it was decided that one born
of a Jewish mother is Jewish, while one born of a gentile mother is
not Jewish, even if the father is (Babylonian Talmud Kiddushin
68b). While this would seem to make easier the task of tracing genetic background through mtDNA, there is no evidence of what the
mtDNA of a “typical” Jewish woman was like at the time this criterion developed in the second and third centuries a.d. This fact, combined with the certainty of new mtDNA introduction due to intermarriages and conversions before and since, means that the problem
remains as it began in Abraham’s day, with no known, distinctive
strain of mtDNA from which to begin.
Certain lineages continue to be designated through the father,
such as the cohanim, or priests, who are descended from Aaron’s tribe.
The Y chromosome passes from father to son virtually intact,²⁶ and
there is indeed a distinctive haplotype (genetic complex) on the Y
chromosome of cohanim that sets them apart; more will be said about
this below. Even in these cases, though, for the tribal association to
count in modern Judaism, one’s mother must still be Jewish. However,
since Judaism accepts converts, the Jewishness of one’s mother is not
26. See McClellan, “Detecting Lehi’s Genetic Signature,” in this number.
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necessarily traceable to one of the ancient tribes of Israel. In the tenth
century a.d., for example, the king of the Khazars, a group living in
Central Asia, converted to Judaism and was followed by his people.
So an entire nation with no Israelite genetic inheritance suddenly became “Jews.” At least one Jewish researcher, Arthur Koestler, suggests
that the Ashkenazi (European) Jews are descended from the Khazars
rather than from ancient Israel, though it is likely that they have intermarried with other Jews over the centuries.²⁷
These and other factors have led Patai to conclude that there
have been
substantial modiﬁcations in the racial identity of the original
biblical Children of Israel, which itself is still overshadowed
by a great question mark. The Jewish sojourn in a constantly
expanding global Diaspora for some two and a half millennia
resulted in an increasing diversiﬁcation that, by the outgoing
Middle Ages, reached a stage at which the Jewish people,
whatever their historical antecedents and the power of their
cultural and religious traditions that sustained them, could no
longer be considered members of a single race. In a word: to
be a Jew has for long not been a question of genes, but of a
mind-set.²⁸
It is important to remember that most Jews today represent that
part of Israel that has retained a knowledge of its identity, while the
greater part of the tribes of ancient Israel, as indicated above, have lost
a knowledge of who they once were as they were scattered among all
nations. In light of the above observations, it is clear that the identity
of an “Israelite” or a “Jew” in genetic terms is far more complex than is
often appreciated.
The Lord promised Abraham that he would have posterity as numerous “as the stars of the heaven, and as the sand which is upon
27. Arthur Koestler, The Thirteenth Tribe: The Khazar Empire and Its Heritage
(London: Hutchinson, 1976).
28. Patai, Myth of the Jewish Race, xiv.
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the sea shore” (Genesis 22:17). Among modern peoples who claim
descent from Abraham are more than thirteen million Jews worldwide²⁹ and hundreds of millions of Arabs. Because of intermarriage,
however, none of these can claim exclusive Abrahamic ancestry.
During the nearly two millennia since the Romans expelled them
from Jerusalem, Jews have intermarried with non-Jews on every
continent. Following expansion out of the Arabian peninsula in the
seventh century a.d. and since then, Arabs have similarly integrated
with people from the Middle East all across North Africa and into
other parts of the world in more recent times. So one can safely say
that most, if not all, of Abraham’s descendants have mixed ancestry.
The Lemba and the Lehites
If mtDNA is not a promising avenue for tracing Israelite heritage
among Native Americans, there is at least the possibility of seeking out
another distinctive genetic trait and testing speciﬁcally for it among
Native American populations. One such candidate is the Y-chromosome haplotype that uniquely identifies the heritage of a Jewish cohen (priest). In arguing that scientists should be able to ﬁnd evidence
of Israelite DNA among Native Americans if the Book of Mormon is
true, critics note the example of the African Lemba tribe, which claims
Jewish origins. Several recent studies of Lemba Y-chromosome DNA
have found evidence supporting a Jewish origin, indicating that many
Lemba carry the distinctive cohen haplotype found among some Jews,
especially among those claiming to be cohanim—that is, descendants
of Moses’ brother, Aaron, of the tribe of Levi.³⁰ Some researchers “date
29. Estimates of the Jewish Agency from “Map of Jewish Population Worldwide,”
posted at www.jfed.org/jewishmap.htm (accessed 14 October 2003).
30. Karl Skorecki et al., “Y Chromosomes of Jewish Priests,” Nature, 2 January
1997, 32; James S. Boster et al., “High Paternity Certainties of Jewish Priests,” American
Anthropologist 100/4 (1998): 967–71; Mark G. Thomas et al., “Origins of Old Testament
Priests,” Nature, 9 July 1998, 138–39; Tudor Parfitt, Journey to the Vanished City: The
Search for a Lost Tribe of Israel (New York: Vintage, 1999); Amanda B. Spurdle and Trefor
Jenkins, “The Origins of the Lemba ‘Black Jews’ of Southern Africa: Evidence from p12F2
and Other Y-Chromosome Markers,” American Journal of Human Genetics 59 (1996):
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the origin of the Cohen haplotype to 2,100 to 3,250 years ago, putting it within the historical range of the alleged Lehite and Mulekite
migrations to the New World.”³¹ Presumably, if the Book of Mormon
is historical, it should be possible to ﬁnd similar evidence in Native
American DNA, but “DNA tests of the Lemba yielded a strikingly different outcome than for Native Americans.”³²
There are, however, several problems with this line of reasoning. The
assumption that researchers should be able to ﬁnd the cohen marker in
Amerindian populations, if any Native Americans were truly Israelite,
fails because there is no indication in the Book of Mormon that the
Nephites had Levites among them. Lehi was from the tribe of Joseph
(1 Nephi 5:14; Alma 10:3). The priesthood mentioned in the Book of
Mormon is the Melchizedek Priesthood (Alma 13).³³ With no record of
cohanim or even Levites among pre-Columbian Americans, researchers are currently at a loss to know what Y-chromosome DNA markers to
use in determining whether or not a Native American is a descendant of
Israel. Second, it is not certain that the cohen haplotype was even present
in preexilic Israelites, although that is possible. Third, the Lemba retained
a memory of their connection with the Jews, which is why researchers were interested in studying them in the ﬁrst place. In contrast to the
Lemba, however, the people of Lehi, like the lost tribes, did not retain a
1126–33; Mark G. Thomas et al., “Y Chromosomes Traveling South: The Cohen Modal
Haplotype and the Origins of the Lemba—the ‘Black Jews of Southern Africa,’ ” American
Journal of Human Genetics 66 (2000): 674–86; Avshalom Zoossmann-Diskin, “Are Today’s
Jewish Priests Descended from the Old Ones?” HOMO: Journal of Comparative Human
Biology/Zeitschrift für vergleichende Biologie des Menschen 51/2–3 (2000): 156–62.
Although Lemba folklore indicates an ancient Israelite migration to southern Africa, researchers are not agreed that the presence of the cohen haplotype alone is suﬃcient evidence to
verify the legend; some of those listed above believe that the marker was introduced into the region by Jews serving on Portuguese ships that frequented the area in the sixteenth century a.d.
31. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 60. See Neil Bradman, Mark
Thomas, and David Goldstein, “The Genetic Origins of Old Testament Priests,” in America
Past, America Present: Genes and Languages in the Americas and Beyond, ed. Colin Renfrew
(Cambridge: McDonald Institute for Archaeological Research, 2000), 31–44.
32. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 61.
33. See Joseph Fielding Smith, “The Priesthood of the Nephites,” in Answers to Gospel
Questions (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1957), 1:123–26.
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memory of Israelite origins after Moroni had buried the plates. With no
living tradition of an Israelite connection to direct his choice of a study
group, a modern researcher is left with the daunting prospect of testing
all Amerindian groups for a marker that may never have been manifested
among the Book of Mormon peoples and, indeed, may not even have existed at the time of their separation from the rest of Israel.
Jewish Diseases
Considering the problems attendant on mtDNA and Y-chromosome studies of Native Americans that might reveal Israelite genetic
connections, the question remains of what other marker a researcher
could use. Some critics have asserted that other biological characteristics found in modern Jews and passed down genetically should be
used as markers with which to compare modern Native Americans.³⁴
Various hereditary ailments such as Tay-Sachs disease occur rarely
in the general population but are common among some groups of
Jews. Since these particular diseases are not currently found in Native
American populations, critics suggest that this disproves the idea that
Native Americans may have Israelite ancestry.
This argument faces two major hurdles when applied to the Book
of Mormon. First, before making such comparisons, one would need
to establish whether such diseases were common among preexilic
Israelites. As noted above, ancient Israel was genetically diverse and
may have diﬀered in signiﬁcant ways from modern Jewish populations. It needs to be established that such characteristics are representative of the people from which Lehi and Mulek and their companions came before one can compare them with Amerindian
populations, ancient or modern. Some scientists believe that TaySachs disease could be a relatively recent ailment among Jews “that
may have resulted from only a single mutation hundreds of years
ago.”³⁵ Before one could use this disease as a biological marker, it
34. See, for example, DNA vs. the Book of Mormon, videocassette (Brigham City,
Utah: Living Hope Ministries, 2003).
35. Patai, Myth of the Jewish Race, 231.
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would be necessary, at the very least, to establish the presence of this
malady in the ancient Judaic population from which Lehi and his
companions came.
Second, the argument assumes that these rare diseases are common to all Jews, but this is not the case. Tay-Sachs disease, for example, tends to be common among Ashkenazi Jews but is as rare in
Jews of non-Ashkenazi descent as it is among non-Jews. Similarly,
other diseases that may be found in one Jewish group tend to be rare
or absent in another. After reviewing the literature relating to Jewish
diseases, Patai concludes, “When certain diseases appear to be more
or less common in Jews than non-Jews, closer inspection usually reveals that the high or low incidence of the disease is in fact a feature
of only one group of Jews. The group may consist of Middle Eastern
Jews, Sephardic Jews, or even Ashkenazi Jews originating from a
small area in Eastern Europe. None of the diseases described is characteristic of Jews in general.”³⁶ Consequently, “the distribution of particular diseases cannot be used to diﬀerentiate Jews in general from
non-Jews.”³⁷ The bottom line is that scientists currently do not have
an ancient Israelite marker of any kind with which to compare Native
American populations.

Who Are Lehites? Lineage-Related Terms
in the Book of Mormon Text
If their arguments are to have any validity, critics of the Book
of Mormon must assume that lineage-related terms in the Book of
Mormon—such as descendant, seed, children, Nephite, and Lamanite—
are exclusively genetic in their meaning. As noted already, however,
the term house of Israel as used in the Bible has always included both
literal descendants and others who became part of the family through
intermarriage, alliance, conversion, or other means. The same was apparently true for Lehite Israel—while familial terms in the Book of
36. Ibid., 325. For an extended discussion of Jewish diseases, see ibid., 295–326.
37. Ibid., 326.

148 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

Mormon include a genetic component, the more common usage of
such terms in the text is ideological, social, and political. Just as the
concept of Israel embraced many who were not actual descendants
of Jacob, the concepts of Nephite and Lamanite included within those
designations both literal descendants and others who were adopted in.
An examination of how these terms are used in the scriptural texts of
Latter-day Saints is revealing.
Descendant. The number of appearances of the term descendant is
impressive in itself. Apparently, among the Book of Mormon peoples,
being the descendant of some notable ﬁgure was considered meaningful enough to be recorded and invoked for its prestige through the centuries. Some examples of these usages follow.
• Jaredite descendants were mentioned in Ether’s genealogy
(Ether 1:6, 16, 23; 10:1, 8–9; 11:11).
• Lehi discovered that he was a descendant of Joseph (1 Nephi
5:14; 6:2; 2 Nephi 3:4).
• Ammon and the Nephite dissenter Coriantumr were both
said to be descendants of Zarahemla (Mosiah 7:3, 13; Helaman 1:15),
who was a descendant of Mulek (Mosiah 25:2).
• Descendants of Nephi were not as numerous as the people of
Zarahemla (Mosiah 25:2).
• The elder Alma was a descendant of Nephi (Mosiah 17:2).
• Those who kept the Nephite record were also descendants
of Nephi (Mormon’s introduction to 3 Nephi), and the kingdom was
conferred only upon descendants of Nephi (Mosiah 25:13).
• The Nephite dissenter Ammoron, who became a Lamanite
king, was a descendant of Zoram (Alma 54:23).
• Another Lamanite king was a descendant of Ishmael (Alma
17:21).
• Lamanites included descendants of the priests of Noah and
other dissenters from the Nephites (Alma 43:13).
• Actual descendants of Laman and Lemuel and Ishmael
joined the church through the ministry of the sons of Mosiah (Alma
24:29; 17:21).
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• Amulek emphasized his descent from Nephi in order to persuade
the people of Ammonihah to listen to Alma’s teachings (Alma 10:2–3).
• Helaman’s army of two thousand were said to have been descendants of Laman, son of Lehi (Alma 56:3).
• Moroni had to search among his men to ﬁnd one who was a
descendant of Laman (Alma 55:4).
• At one time the Gadianton robbers included “real descendants of the Lamanites” (Helaman 11:24).
• Mormon described himself as a descendant of Nephi (Mormon
1:5; 8:13) and “a pure descendant of Lehi” (3 Nephi 5:20).
While it seems that something genetic was often implied by the
use of the term descendant, such references usually occur in a context
in which this is thought to be noteworthy or exceptional. Such distinctions would be meaningless if all or a large part of the total population could claim the same genetic heritage.
Seed. One might assume that the term seed refers to literal descendants of Israel or Lehi. While some passages seem to refer to literal descendants, that usage is not exclusive and can include other groups as
well. In this context, Abinadi’s discussion of Christ is noteworthy.
And now what say ye? And who shall be his seed? Behold
I say unto you, that whosoever has heard the words of the
prophets, yea, all the holy prophets who have prophesied
concerning the coming of the Lord—I say unto you, that all
those who have hearkened unto their words, and believed
that the Lord would redeem his people, and have looked forward to that day for a remission of their sins, I say unto you,
that these are his seed, or they are the heirs of the kingdom
of God. For these are they whose sins he has borne; these
are they for whom he has died, to redeem them from their
transgressions. And now, are they not his seed? Yea, and are
not the prophets, every one that has opened his mouth to
prophesy, that has not fallen into transgression, I mean all
the holy prophets ever since the world began? I say unto you
that they are his seed. (Mosiah 15:10–13)
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Abinadi, then, defines the seed of Christ as the prophets and
everyone else who hears their words, hearkens to them, believes in
and looks forward to Christ’s redemption, and has not subsequently
fallen away. In this passage, seed refers to a covenantal relationship
rather than a genetic one. They are considered the seed or children
of Christ, and he becomes their covenant father. The Abrahamic covenant is based upon this same concept. The Lord promised Abraham:
And I will make of thee a great nation, and I will bless
thee above measure, and make thy name great among all
nations, and thou shalt be a blessing unto thy seed after
thee, that in their hands they shall bear this ministry and
Priesthood unto all nations; And I will bless them through
thy name; for as many as receive this Gospel shall be called
after thy name, and shall be accounted thy seed, and shall rise
up and bless thee, as their father. (Abraham 2:9–10)
Abraham’s “seed,” then, includes not only his literal descendants,
but also all those who enter the covenant or receive the gospel. In
terms of blessings, there appears to be no diﬀerence between the two.
Through the covenant all may become Abraham’s seed, and he becomes their father.
Similarly, the Lord told Lehi’s family, “Wherefore, I will consecrate this land unto thy seed, and them who shall be numbered
among thy seed, forever, for the land of their inheritance; for it is a
choice land, saith God unto me, above all other lands, wherefore I
will have all men that dwell thereon that they shall worship me, saith
God” (2 Nephi 10:19). Mormon noted that “whosoever did mingle
his seed with that of the Lamanites did bring the same curse upon
his seed. Therefore, whosoever suﬀered himself to be led away by the
Lamanites was called under that head”—that is, Lamanites (Alma
3:9–10). Also, “whosoever would not believe in the tradition of the
Lamanites, but believed those records which were brought out of the
land of Jerusalem, and also in the tradition of their fathers, which
were correct, who believed in the commandments of God and kept
them, were called the Nephites, or the people of Nephi, from that
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time forth” (Alma 3:11). Those who rejected Nephite traditions and
intermarried with unbelieving Lamanites, those who fought against
the Nephites, and those who departed from the Nephites were called
Lamanites, just as those who accepted Nephite teachings were called
Nephites. “I will bless thee, and whomsoever shall be called thy seed,
henceforth and forever; and these were the promises of the Lord unto
Nephi and to his seed” (Alma 3:17). The Nephites were “destroyed”
not by being genetically extinguished but by ceasing to exist as an
identiﬁable cultural group; those Nephites who elected to abandon
their cultural ties—including both literal descendants of Nephi and
other people who had once been called Nephites—were thereafter
numbered with the Lamanites.
And when that great day cometh, behold, the time very
soon cometh that those who are now, or the seed of those
who are now numbered among the people of Nephi, shall
no more be numbered among the people of Nephi. But whosoever remaineth, and is not destroyed in that great and
dreadful day, shall be numbered among the Lamanites,
and shall become like unto them, all, save it be a few who
shall be called the disciples of the Lord; and them shall the
Lamanites pursue even until they shall become extinct. And
now, because of iniquity, this prophecy shall be fulfilled.
(Alma 45:13–14)
Children. One can see a similar pattern in the usage of the term
children. Men and women become the children of Christ through
covenant. “And now, because of the covenant which ye have made
ye shall be called the children of Christ, his sons, and his daughters;
for behold, this day he hath spiritually begotten you; for ye say that
your hearts are changed through faith on his name; therefore, ye are
born of him and have become his sons and his daughters” (Mosiah
5:7; see also 4 Nephi 1:17; Ether 3:14). This can also be seen in the
example of the children of Amulon: “And it came to pass that those
who were the children of Amulon and his brethren, who had taken
to wife the daughters of the Lamanites, were displeased with the
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conduct of their fathers, and they would no longer be called by the
names of their fathers, therefore they took upon themselves the name
of Nephi, that they might be called the children of Nephi and be
numbered among those who were called Nephites” (Mosiah 25:12).
The Book of Mormon text plainly indicates that the terms seed and
children did not apply exclusively to genetic descendants but also included those who were called or numbered among such descendants.
Similarly, Christ, Abraham, Nephi, Laman, or anybody else could be
called someone’s father even if the relationship was not a literal one.
Accordingly, non-Israelites who receive gospel covenants are numbered among not only the children of Israel, but also the children of Lehi.
As the angel of the Lord explained to Nephi, in the last days the Gentiles
who repent “and harden not their hearts against the Lamb of God . . . shall
be numbered among the seed of thy father; yea, they shall be numbered
among the house of Israel; and they shall be a blessed people upon the
promised land forever” (1 Nephi 14:1–2). Repentant Gentiles become children of Lehi and Israel. Nephi further explained, “For behold, I say unto
you that as many of the Gentiles as will repent are the covenant people of
the Lord; and as many of the Jews [among which he includes his own people] as will not repent shall be cast oﬀ; for the Lord covenanteth with none
save it be with them that repent and believe in his Son, who is the Holy
One of Israel” (2 Nephi 30:2). The Lamanites also must repent and come to
a knowledge of the “great and true shepherd, and be numbered among his
sheep” (Helaman 15:13).
Nephite. While the term Nephite, as it appears in the Book of
Mormon, can refer to actual descendants of Nephi, the son of Lehi
(Mormon 1:5; 8:13), it is more commonly used in a political and
ideological sense to mean anybody under the rule of Nephi or his
descendants. It can also include those of at least partial Israelite origin, like the Mulekites, who united with the Nephites (Mosiah 25:1–
4); those originally of some other name who took upon themselves
the name of Nephi and were called Nephites (Mosiah 25:12); those
friendly to Nephi or the Nephites (Jacob 1:14); those numbered with
the Nephites (Alma 3:17); those who kept the commandments of
God and believed in the records and tradition of the Nephites (Alma
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3:11); and those who accepted and sought to follow the teachings of
Christ (4 Nephi 1:36). Throughout the Nephites’ thousand-year history as a people, many of their literal descendants defected to, intermarried with, or were numbered among the Lamanites. Modern
revelation indicates that among Native American peoples today
are some, yet to be revealed, who are descendants of the Nephites,
Jacobites, Josephites, and Zoramites and that one day they will receive a knowledge of the gospel (D&C 3:16–17).
Lamanite. Like the term Nephite, the term Lamanite has a number of diﬀerent meanings in scripture.³⁸ It can refer to the following:
• Actual descendants of Laman, Lemuel, and the sons of Ishmael
who followed Laman’s leadership after the death of Lehi (2 Nephi 5:1–6).
Modern revelation indicates that among Lamanites today are some, yet
to be revealed, who are descendants of Laman, Lemuel, and the sons
of Ishmael and that they will one day receive a knowledge of the gospel
(D&C 3:18).
• Those who did not believe in the warnings and revelations of
God through Nephi (2 Nephi 5:6).
• Those not friendly to Nephi or the Nephites (2 Nephi 5:14;
Jacob 1:13–14).
• Those who rejected and did not believe in the records and
traditions of the Nephites (Alma 3:11).
• Those who intermarried with the Lamanites (Alma 3:9, 15).
• Those who fought against the Nephites (Alma 3:16).
• Any who dissented from the Nephites (Alma 3:17).
• Any led away by the Lamanites (Alma 3:10).
• Those who rejected the teachings of Christ, together with
their children and ideological sympathizers (4 Nephi 1:38).
• After the destruction of the Nephites as a cohesive group, the
seed of anyone who at any time had once been numbered with the
“people of Nephi” (Alma 45:13; cf. 45:14).
38. See John L. Sorenson and Matthew Roper, “Before DNA,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 11; D. Jeﬀrey Meldrum and Trent D. Stephens, “Who Are
the Children of Lehi?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 38–51.

154 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

From the perspective of the “record of the Nephites,” one could
justiﬁably consider any pre-Columbian unbelievers whose ancestors
were once blessed on the land to be Lamanites (2 Nephi 10:10–11,
18–19). Whether one is a literal descendant of Lehi or not, the Book of
Mormon clariﬁes that being numbered among the covenant people of
God is of primary importance to one’s identity (2 Nephi 30:2).
After the appearance of Jesus in the New World, the conversion
of the people ushered in an era of peace. In describing this time, the
prophet Mormon said: “And they were married, and given in marriage,
and were blessed according to the multitude of the promises which the
Lord had made unto them. . . . There were no robbers, nor murderers,
neither were there Lamanites, nor any manner of -ites; but they were in
one, the children of Christ, and heirs to the kingdom of God” (4 Nephi
1:11, 17). Previous tribal and ethnic distinctions—including, apparently, prohibitions against intermarriage—were abolished until some
time between 110 and 194 years after Christ, at which time “a small
part of the people . . . had revolted from the church and taken upon
them the name of Lamanites; therefore there began to be Lamanites
again in the land” (4 Nephi 1:20). In about the year 231 after Christ’s
birth, Mormon described a great division among the people:
And it came to pass that in this year there arose a people
who were called the Nephites, and they were true believers
in Christ; and among them there were those who were called
by the Lamanites—Jacobites, and Josephites, and Zoramites;
therefore the true believers in Christ, and the true worshipers of Christ, . . . were called Nephites, and Jacobites, and
Josephites, and Zoramites. And it came to pass that they who
rejected the gospel were called Lamanites, and Lemuelites, and
Ishmaelites; and they did not dwindle in unbelief, but they did
wilfully rebel against the gospel of Christ; and they did teach
their children that they should not believe, even as their fathers, from the beginning, did dwindle. And it was because
of the wickedness and abomination of their fathers, even as it
was in the beginning. And they were taught to hate the chil-
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dren of God, even as the Lamanites were taught to hate the
children of Nephi from the beginning. (4 Nephi 1:36–39)
This language is important in understanding the term Lamanite
as it is used thereafter. Those who became Lamanites were called
Lamanites whether they were actually descended from Laman or
not. One’s standing in relationship to the gospel covenant became
the primary distinction between a Nephite and a Lamanite, not
one’s genetic heritage. While it is likely that there was a hereditary
component to these tribal identiﬁcations, they were, like Israelite
identity, primarily ideological, describing how these groups viewed
themselves in relation to each other and using the names of Nephi
and Laman as proclamations of allegiance rather than kinship. This
complicates the work of anyone who might wish to use contemporary genetic studies to prove or disprove Native American ancestral
aﬃliation with Lehi.
Early revelations to the Prophet Joseph Smith found in the
Doctrine and Covenants associate Native American groups with
the Lamanites of the Book of Mormon. In Doctrine and Covenants
3:17–20 we read that the Book of Mormon is intended to bring the
Nephites, Jacobites, Josephites, Zoramites, Lamanites, Lemuelites,
and Ishmaelites “to the knowledge of their fathers” (v. 20). Similar
ideas are found in Doctrine and Covenants 10:45–51 and 19:27.
The Lord instructed Oliver Cowdery and others to “go unto the
Lamanites” and teach them (D&C 28:8–9; see D&C 28:14; 30:6;
32:2) and told Newel Knight and others to “take [their] journey
into the regions westward, unto the land of Missouri, unto the
borders of the Lamanites” (D&C 54:8; see also 28:9). The land
west of Missouri was then known as the “Indian Territories,” so
the passage connects at least some Native Americans of that region to the Lamanites. However, the nature of this association is
not entirely clear, since the term Lamanite is, as demonstrated,
not exclusively genetic in its meaning. It is certainly possible that
North American Indian groups visited by early Latter-day Saint
missionaries included within their number at least some who
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were actual descendants of Book of Mormon peoples.³⁹ There
is archaeological evidence that in pre-Columbian times some
Mesoamerican peoples interacted with those in the Mississippi
and Ohio River valleys and the American Southwest, settling
among and perhaps intermarrying with people who were already
in those regions, and that others migrated from Mesoamerica into
parts of South America.⁴⁰ It is reasonable to suppose that at least
some of these migrants were actual descendants of Lehi or Mulek,
but their modern descendants—“Lamanites,” in our terms—would
likely have had many other ancestors in their genealogy who
would not necessarily have been Israelite; consequently, it could
be very difficult to detect evidence for a few Israelite ancestors in
the DNA of individual Native Americans today.
Recently, some critics, lacking support for their arguments in
the Book of Mormon text, have taken to quoting the introduction
to the current edition of the Book of Mormon, which describes the
Lamanites as “the principal ancestors of the American Indians.”⁴¹
These words ﬁrst appeared in the 1981 edition and were not found in
any previous edition, but these critics tend to cite them as if they are,
and always have been, of scriptural stature. Such an argument reﬂects
a misunderstanding of Latter-day Saint beliefs about scripture and
revelation. Simply put, chapter headings, introductions, and footnotes
do not carry any canonical authority. The term principal ancestors is
not scriptural, nor does such language appear to have ever been used
by Joseph Smith, who never detailed or quantiﬁed the nature of the
39. See Stubbs, “Elusive Israel,” in this number.
40. Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA,” 8–9. For a discussion of northward migrations of Mesoamerican peoples, see John L. Sorenson, “Mesoamericans in Pre-Columbian
North America,” in Reexploring the Book of Mormon, ed. John W. Welch (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1992), 218–20. In the same volume, see his “Mesoamericans
in Pre-Spanish South America,” 215–17. See Sorenson’s footnotes for references to intercultural studies performed by such non–Latter-day Saint archaeologists as Michael Coe,
Allison C. Paulsen, Charles R. Wicke, and James B. Griﬃn.
41. See Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” 53, who refers to
Michael Crawford, The Origins of Native Americans: Evidence from Anthropological
Genetics (New York: Cambridge University Press, 1998), 3–4.

Swimming in the Gene Pool (Roper) • 157

Native Americans’ Israelite heritage.⁴² Though written in good faith,
study helps like these are supplemental to scripture and can neither
replace nor override it. The fact that some Latter-day Saints may have
assumed a uniquely or predominantly Israelite heritage for Native
Americans is irrelevant, since tradition and popular assumption are
not revelation.⁴³ Elder Bruce R. McConkie explained this view as
follows: “The books, writings, explanations, expositions, views, and
42. See Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” in this number. A legitimate question is what we
should understand by the term principal. Does this mean “chief ” or “primary,” “most important,” or “most signiﬁcant”? Is this to be taken in a numerical sense, or does it refer to some
other noteworthy attribute of the subject in question? In his letter to John Wentworth, Joseph
Smith brieﬂy summarized the Book of Mormon account by noting the destruction of the
Jaredites, who were then followed by Israelites who came from Jerusalem. Interestingly, he
described the Nephites as “the principal nation” of that second group. The Papers of Joseph
Smith, ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989), 1:432. Since the Nephites,
we are told, were clearly less numerous than the Lamanites (Mosiah 25:1–3), a condition
that prevailed throughout most of the Book of Mormon narrative, it is diﬃcult to see how
the term principal can be taken in this instance to mean the most numerous group. In this
context, the term seems best to refer to that which was the most important to the Book of
Mormon writers. One can with some justiﬁcation interpret “principal ancestors” in the 1981
introduction as referring to Lamanite importance in relation to the Book of Mormon and the
covenants described there, rather than to the size of their genetic contribution to the Native
American gene pool.
43. President Harold B. Lee stated this clearly on at least two occasions: “If anyone, regardless of his position in the Church, were to advance a doctrine that is not substantiated
by the standard Church works, meaning the Bible, the Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and
Covenants, and the Pearl of Great Price, you may know that his statement is merely his private opinion. The only one authorized to bring forth any new doctrine is the President of
the Church, who, when he does, will declare it as a revelation from God, and it will be so
accepted by the Council of the Twelve and sustained by the body of the Church. And if any
man speak a doctrine which contradicts what is in the standard Church works, you may
know by that same token that it is false and you are not bound to accept it as truth.” Harold B.
Lee, “Measure Truth by Standard Works,” in The First Area General Conference of The Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints for Germany, Austria, Holland, Italy, Switzerland, France,
Belgium, and Spain [held in Munich, Germany, 24–26 August 1973] (Salt Lake City: The
Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 1974), 70–71. Elsewhere he said: “If it is not in
the standard works, you may well assume that it is speculation. It is man’s own personal opinion, to put it another way; and if it contradicts what is in the scriptures, you may know by
that same token that it is not true. This is the standard by which you measure all truth. But if
you do not know the standards, you have no adequate measure of truth.” Clyde J. Williams,
ed., Teachings of Harold B. Lee, Eleventh President of The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1996), 149.
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theories of even the wisest and greatest men, either in or out of the
Church, do not rank with the standard works. Even the writings,
teachings, and opinions of the prophets of God are acceptable only to
the extent that they are in harmony with what God has revealed and
what is recorded in the standard works.”⁴⁴ Elder Charles W. Penrose
of the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles explained, “The Saints believe
in divine revelation to-day. At the head of this Church stands a man
who is a Prophet, Seer and Revelator, sustained in that position by
the vote of the whole body of its members. When the Lord wishes to
speak to His Church, as a body, He does so through that individual,
His servant.”⁴⁵ Elder Penrose further observed that the president of
the church “is a man of wisdom and experience, and we respect and
venerate him; but we do not believe his personal views or utterances
are revelations from God.” Of course, Latter-day Saints are always
open to additional revelation through appointed channels, but even
then, “when ‘Thus saith the Lord’ comes from him [the president
of the church], the Saints investigate it; they do not shut their eyes
and take it down like a pill. When he brings forth light they want to
comprehend it.”⁴⁶ If the ordained prophet’s words are open to investigation, certainly the words of the 1981 introduction to the Book of
Mormon are as well.
Although the idea of Lamanites being “the principal ancestors of
the American Indians” is not scriptural, it may still be helpful, for the
sake of clarity, to note what the current introduction actually says and
does not say. While it speciﬁcally mentions the Jaredite and Lehite migrations, the statement does not say that these colonists were the only
pre-Columbian peoples that ever came to the Americas.⁴⁷ Second, the
statement does not say that the Nephites and Lamanites in the Book
of Mormon consisted only of people descended from Lehi. This is an
44. Bruce R. McConkie, Mormon Doctrine (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1973), 765.
45. Charles W. Penrose, “The Doctrine of Revelation,” Millennial Star, 21 March 1892, 191.
46. Ibid.
47. For example, the introduction makes no mention of the Mulekites, who are said
in the Book of Mormon to have been more numerous than the Nephites (Mosiah 25:2).
The very notion of principal ancestors inescapably implies secondary ones.
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important point, since the Book of Mormon allows for the presence of
people in the Americas other than those descended from the Jaredite,
Lehite, and Mulekite colonies.⁴⁸ The covenants concerning the land of
promise in the Book of Mormon were always open-ended, allowing
other peoples and groups to be numbered with Lehi’s family and partake of all the blessings of the land. As already shown, once so numbered, they became Israel, regardless of their genetic origin.
Alma prophesied that the Lamanites who remained in the land
after the Nephites were destroyed would be a composite of all those
who had once been numbered with both the Lamanites and the
people of Nephi; anyone who remained in the land after the Nephite
destruction was to be numbered—from the Nephite perspective, at
least—with the Lamanites (Alma 45:13–14). Even if Latter-day Saints
were to accept the assertion that these Lamanites are the “principal ancestors of American Indians,” there is no way to know which
Native Americans are literal descendants of Lehi and which descend
from those who were once numbered with Lehi’s people. We cannot
know whether all or even most Native Americans would even carry
any of Lehi’s genes, even if one could determine what marker could
be used to identify a gene as “Lehite.”
In short, the critics’ reliance on the term principal ancestors really
amounts to a nonargument. Latter-day Saints are not bound by unscriptural assumptions, and many readers of the Book of Mormon—
including many Latter-day Saint leaders—have suggested that Native
American ancestry was not confined to Book of Mormon peoples
and may have been quite diverse.

Genetics and Population Studies
The Book of Mormon, then, does not require the view that all
Native Americans must be literal descendants of Lehi, although all
could still be quite properly considered “Lamanite.” Is it possible,
48. See, for example, Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors,” in this number. For an overview of
archaeological and other scientiﬁc evidence for Old World peoples in the pre-Columbian
New World, see Sorenson and Roper, “Before DNA,” 18–23.
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however, that all or most Native Americans could be literal descendants of Lehi? Surprisingly enough, it is. In 1999, Joseph T. Chang, a
statistician at Yale University, published a study in which he demonstrated the statistical likelihood that all human beings are descended
from common ancestors in the not-so-distant past.⁴⁹ His findings
were restated three years later by Steve Olson in an Atlantic Monthly
article aimed at a popular audience. In summarizing Chang’s study,
Olson reports that
the most recent common ancestor of every European today
(except for recent immigrants to the Continent) was someone who lived in Europe in the surprisingly recent past—
only about 600 years ago. In other words, all Europeans
alive today have among their ancestors the same man or
woman who lived around 1400. Before that date, according
to Chang’s model, the number of ancestors common to all
Europeans today increased, until, about a thousand years
ago, a peculiar situation prevailed: 20 percent of the adult
Europeans alive in 1000 would turn out to be the ancestors
of no one living today (that is, they had no children or all
their descendants eventually died childless); each of the remaining 80 percent would turn out to be a direct ancestor of
every European living today.⁵⁰
While Chang’s statistical analysis holds, there would be exceptions
because of endogamy (in-group marriage) in some societies. For example, Arabs have traditionally preferred to marry a ﬁrst parallel cousin,
meaning that a man would marry the daughter of a paternal uncle. But
even in endogamous societies, the rule is not so strict as to prevent mat49. Joseph T. Chang, “Recent Common Ancestors of All Present-Day Individuals,”
Advanced Applied Probability 31 (1999): 1002–26. For a simpler, more specialized, independently derived numerical study that supports Chang’s hypothesis, see Stubbs, “Elusive Israel,”
in this number. For the scientiﬁc approach to population studies, see McClellan, “Detecting
Lehi’s Genetic Signature,” in this number; Michael F. Whiting, “DNA and the Book of
Mormon: A Phylogenetic Perspective,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 24–35.
50. Steve Olson, “The Royal We,” Atlantic Monthly, May 2002, 63–64.
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ing, if not marriage, with outsiders. (Neither conquerors nor slaves always married the women with whom they had sexual relations.) Other
scientists, in evaluating Chang’s work, note: “In the real world, the selection of parents . . . is, of course, not random. Geography, race, religion
and class have always played strong roles in biasing mate selection. Even
so, the models are telling us something important: In subpopulations
where random mating can take place, a common ancestor pool emerges
with startling rapidity, in hundreds rather than hundreds of thousands
of years.”⁵¹
In the modern era, with improved transportation and the breaking down of “racial” barriers, Olson remarks:
Chang’s model has even more dramatic implications.
Because people are always migrating from continent to continent, networks of descent quickly interconnect. This means
that the most recent common ancestor of all six billion people on earth today probably lived just a couple of thousand
years ago. And not long before that the majority of the people on the planet were the direct ancestors of everyone alive
today. Confucius, Nefertiti, and just about any other ancient
historical ﬁgure who was even moderately proliﬁc must today be counted among everyone’s ancestors.⁵²
Chang showed that everyone alive today would be descended,
not just from one ancestor, but from an entire ancestral population. In
reference to Chang’s study, Olson observes: “If a historical ﬁgure who
lived more than 1,600 years ago had children who themselves had children, that person is almost certainly among our ancestors. . . . One
need go back only a couple of millennia to connect everyone alive today to a common pool of ancestors.” However, “being descended from
someone doesn’t necessarily mean that you have any DNA from that
person.” For example, “The amount of DNA each of us gets from any
51. Susanna C. Manrubia, Bernard Derrida, and Damián H. Zanette, “Genealogy in
the Era of Genomics,” American Scientist 91/2 (2003): 164.
52. Olson, “Royal We,” 64.

162 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

one of our 1,024 ancestors ten generations back is minuscule—and we
might not get any DNA from that person, given the way the chromosomes rearrange themselves every generation.”⁵³ So the reality of one’s
descent from any given notable historical ﬁgure is not at all unlikely,
but proving the ancestral connection in one’s own genealogy—or
through analysis of one’s own genetic code—is another matter entirely.
Mitochondrial DNA is a powerful tool because it cuts
through this thicket and highlights a single vine—but for
the very same reason, it misrepresents the complexity of
our past. To understand the full story of human ancestry,
the way that genes and lineages evolve over tens and hundreds of generations, we have to use mathematical models
and computer simulations, because we do not have genealogical records that extend so far back into the past. These
biparental models show that mitochondrial DNA actually
underestimates how quickly human populations become
homogeneous in ancestry.⁵⁴
In short, contemporary scientiﬁc studies in genetics at present permit only a very ﬁnite peek at the panoramic mosaic of an individual’s ancestry.
The analysis of mitochondrial DNA has allowed scientists to obtain many spectacular results regarding human
evolution. MtDNA represents a small, though essential,
piece of our whole genome. Its relevance to the origin of and
relationships among human groups lies in its peculiar mode
of transmission through the maternal line, analogous to surnames. However, our genetic ancestry is much broader. . . .
Our surname, like mtDNA, is only one small piece of information about our origins.
53. Steve Olson, Mapping Human History: Genes, Race, and Our Common Origins
(Boston: Houghton Miﬄin, 2002), 47.
54. Manrubia, Derrida, and Zanette, “Genealogy in the Era of Genomics,” 158, 160.
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Mitochondrial genes contain information largely about
energy production. But most of the information that characterizes us as human beings resides in our so-called nuclear
genes, which constitute more than 99.99 percent of the human
genome. . . .
The next time you hear someone boasting of being descended from royalty, take heart: There is a very good probability that you have noble ancestors too. The rapid mixing of
genealogical branches, within only a few tens of generations,
almost guarantees it. The real doubt is how much “royal
blood” your friend (or you) still carry in your genes.
Genealogy does not mean genes. And how similar we are genetically remains an issue of current research.⁵⁵

A Universal Covenant
The Lord told Abraham, “And in thy seed shall all the nations
of the earth be blessed” (Genesis 22:18, emphasis added). A similar
promise was made to Isaac: “In thy seed shall all the nations of the
earth be blessed” (Genesis 26:4, emphasis added). To Jacob he said:
“And thy seed shall be as the dust of the earth, and thou shalt spread
abroad to the west, and to the east, and to the north, and to the
south: and in thee and in thy seed shall all the families of the earth
be blessed” (Genesis 28:14, emphasis added). Chang’s model suggests that Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob could indeed be ancestors of
everybody now living. “The forces of genetic mixing are so powerful
that everyone in the world has Jewish ancestors, though the amount
of DNA from those ancestors in a given individual may be small. In
55. Ibid., 165. Some of that current research was announced early in 2003. A survey
of 2,123 males from the Caucasus to China suggested that the Y chromosomes of up to
8 percent of all men living within the area formerly controlled by the Mongol empire
indicated their descent from the ruling house of the Mongols; this means that about 16
million men—about 1 in 200 of the world’s total male population—are probably descendants of Genghis Khan. Chris Tyler-Smith et al., “The Genetic Legacy of the Mongols,”
American Journal of Human Genetics 72 (March 2003): 717–21.
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fact, everyone on earth is by now a descendant of Abraham, Moses,
and Aaron—if indeed they existed.”⁵⁶
Of course, contemporary scientists are unable to verify or refute
deﬁnitively such distant genealogical connections. Abraham was not
our only ancestor, but one among a multiplicity of others, and any
distinctive markers from his DNA signature may have long been lost
to time. The same could be said of Lehi. However, the loss of genetic
evidence readily identiﬁable through current scientiﬁc tools does not
aﬀect the connection between these men and their seed, using that
term in its scriptural sense as explained above. Latter-day Saints understand both Abraham and Lehi to be real, historical personages
and ancient prophets of God, and both number among their descendants millions of literal progeny and millions whose aﬃliation was or
is ideological or sociocultural rather than genetic. Nevertheless, they
are all heirs of the covenant as it was made with their fathers, or the
men they choose as their fathers. The scriptures remind us that ultimately, whom we choose to follow tells more about who we are than
our genes do (Matthew 3:9; John 8:53–59). Abraham, Lehi, and others made and kept their covenants with God, and all who follow in
their footsteps are their seed. That is a heritage worth knowing.

56. Olson, Mapping Human History, 114.

Elusive Israel and the Numerical
Dynamics of Population Mixing
Brian D. Stubbs

E

thnic mixing viewed through the glimpse of a single lifetime
can seem negligible. However, a detailed examination of the
mathematics of population mixing over a few lifetimes reveals how
quickly and thoroughly populations mix over time. Even scholars
seldom realize how dynamic the cumulative eﬀect of this mixing is
upon a pedigree. The passage of only ﬁve hundred years can result
in 98 percent of a tribe’s or community’s posterity not being pure- or
full-blooded. This article examines the numerical dynamics of population mixing and their signiﬁcance for Book of Mormon peoples in
the New World and for Israel generally throughout the world.
As a potential candidate for being in an ethnically mixed marriage, I have given the matter of mixing considerable thought: my
wife is from Argentina, while my known/recorded ancestry comes
out of the British Isles. I call myself a potential candidate because the
common views used to determine this sort of distinction are oversimpliﬁed, if not erroneous, so I have doubts that my wife and I qualify
any more than most others would. The lineage of most persons and
groups consists of genetic contributions from several ethnic varieties. The three numerically prominent population groups in the history of Western Europe are the Celts, the Germanic peoples, and the
Romans. Everyone with roots out of Western Europe would have all
three well represented in his or her ancestry, whether verifiable or
not. As I look at my pedigree from 1700 to 1850, half the marriages
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are unions between a Germanic spouse (English) and a Celtic spouse
(Welsh, Scottish, or Irish), though each of those individuals would already have been a thorough Germanic-Celtic mix.
The Romans ruled Britain from the middle of the ﬁrst century
a.d. to the year 410¹ and during that time undoubtedly bestowed
a considerable genetic contribution upon the island population.
Whatever islanders missed out on Roman genes through that episode probably picked up some from their pre-English Germanic ancestors on the continent, who also mixed with and were ruled by the
Romans through the same centuries before crossing the channel in
the middle of the ﬁfth century a.d. And if those two episodes didn’t
make enough of a genetic impact, a third opportunity came in the
centuries after 1066 during the rule of the Norman French, who were
themselves at least a four-way mix of Norsemen (hence the name
Norman), Germanic Franks, Celtic Gauls, and (of course) Romans,
whose Latin was largely the progenitor of the French language. So
I—and everyone from the British Isles—would have quite a thorough
mix of Germanic, Celtic, and Roman ancestors.
My wife’s ancestors are primarily from Spain and Italy, with a probable, though unveriﬁable, Native American line or two. (Of course, I may
have one, too.) In areas now labeled Spain and Italy, the Celtiberians (a
Celtic-Iberian mix) in Spain and other Celtic groups lived in or bordered
and mixed with the populations of both areas more centuries than they
did not. Similarly, the Visigoths and other Germanic peoples were also
prominent in the histories and pedigrees of those areas; and, of course,
the Romans came out of Italy and ruled Spain for some time. So if I am
40 percent Germanic, 30 percent Celtic, 20 percent Roman, and 10 percent other, and if my wife is 20 percent Germanic, 30 percent Celtic, 40
percent Roman, and 10 percent other, are we more diﬀerent than most
1. Albert C. Baugh and Thomas Cable, A History of the English Language, 3rd ed.
(Englewood Cliﬀs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, 1978), 44–46; Winston L. S. Churchill, Churchill’s
History of the English-Speaking Peoples, originally published as four volumes in 1955, arranged for one volume by Henry S. Commager (New York: Barnes and Noble, 1995), 3–12.
Although Julius Caesar mounted invasions of Britain in 55 and 54 b.c., Roman inﬂuence
was neither widespread nor lasting until the conquest begun by Claudius in a.d. 43.

Numerical Dynamics of Population Mixing (Stubbs) • 167

random couples of Western European extraction? She and I are distant
cousins three ways! Even the geneticists ﬁnd national identities in Europe
rather indistinguishable.²
Israel Disseminated
According to mathematical probabilities that will be detailed
below, Israel’s permeation of world populations affects the genetic
heritage of at least a hundred times more people than is obvious or
known—in the Old World and the New. The linguistic variety in the
Americas³ and John Sorenson’s population analysis⁴ both suggest that
many other peoples dwelt in ancient America in addition to Book of
Mormon groups.⁵ After the Book of Mormon groups arrived in the
New World, the diﬀusion of Israel in the New World would in many
2. Nancy Shute, “Where We Come From,” U.S. News and World Report, 29 January
2001, 36, states that “most people of European origin are so genetically mixed that it’s impossible to tell German from Frenchman, Bosnian from Serb.”
Of course, this line of thinking concerns biology more than culture, the other dimension of ethnicity, but culture preservation has been an elusive ideal among civilized
peoples ever since they decided what culture is. I know nothing about the culture(s) of
my Celtic ancestors except that they played bagpipes instead of CDs. Even the more recent pioneer culture from which so many Latter-day Saints in the western United States
spring is becoming a poorly comprehended past for most youth. The only culture those
youth and I know very well is the present U.S. culture, with its valued visitation rights to
Wal-Mart and McDonalds—our favorite Celtic restaurant.
3. Lyle Campbell, Historical Linguistics: An Introduction (Cambridge, Mass.: MIT
Press, 1999), 163; Johanna Nichols, Linguistic Diversity in Space and Time (Chicago:
University of Chicago Press, 1992), 233. Campbell and Nichols are among the foremost
specialists in Amerindian languages. Campbell sets the number of Amerindian language
families at over 150; Nichols oﬀers a number of 157; I have seen other counts around 100
and as low as 80. A language family is a group of languages that linguists can demonstrate
to be related to one another and descended from a common parent language spoken anciently. In size, language families can range from a small number of languages, or an isolate not veriﬁably related to anything else, to large numbers, like the Algonkian and the
Uto-Aztecan language families, which consist of about 30 languages each.
4. John L. Sorenson, “When Lehi’s Party Arrived in the Land, Did They Find Others
There?” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 1/1 (1992): 1–34.
5. See Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and PreColumbian Populations,” in this number, pages 91–128; John L. Sorenson and Matthew
Roper, “Before DNA,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 12/1 (2003): 13–23.
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ways have paralleled that in the Old World. In both hemispheres, many
persons, families, and groups regularly left the several main bodies to
seek perceived “greener pastures” of land, opportunity, or marriage.
For example, even before Christ’s time, enough Jews had left Palestine
that the Jewish population outside of Palestine was likely greater than
the Jewish population in Palestine.⁶
Similar diﬀusions of Lehites and Mulekites into surrounding populations of the New World (or assimilations of outside populations into
Lehite and Mulekite groups) were undoubtedly occurring throughout
Book of Mormon history and since.⁷ For example, the Mulekite group
that the Nephites found in Zarahemla may have been only one of many
groups splintered off since their original disembarkment, just as the
Nephites who found them were but a fraction of Lehi’s posterity in the
Americas at that time. Then the several splinter groups would subsequently have mixed with other pre-Columbian populations.
Besides revealing a magniﬁed extent of population mixing, an
understanding of the numerical dynamics behind it also discourages
the common oversimpliﬁcation that a person is either “of Israel” or
is “not of Israel.” The likelihood of a person having a high percentage of Israelite blood these days is improbable to impossible, yet in
many areas the likelihood of high percentages of people having some
Israelite ancestry is probable. No one has a lot, but a lot have a little.
No one is a “pure Israelite,” nor ever has been, except Israel (Jacob)
himself. Jacob’s twelve sons—who were only half Israelite—presumably
did not marry sisters, so Jacob’s grandchildren, who made the trek into
Egypt to meet their uncle Joseph, were already only one-quarter Israelite,
Israel (Jacob) being only one of the four grandparents of each of his son’s
children. How many of those grandchildren married cousins and how
6. Ralph Marcus, “The Challenge of Greco-Roman Culture,” in Great Ages and Ideas
of the Jewish People, ed. Leo W. Schwarz (New York: Random, 1956), 114–15, states that
by the time of Christ, the Jewish population comprised 10 percent of the Roman Empire
and was found in two hundred communities throughout southern Europe, western Asia,
and northern Africa.
7. See Matthew Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool: Israelite Kinship Relations,
Genes, and Genealogy,” in this number, 129–64.
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many married outside the group is not known. Some of Jacob’s posterity probably married into the ethnic group to which Joseph’s wife and
children belonged. Regardless, by the time Jacob died in Egypt, most of
his posterity were probably from a quarter to one thirty-second Israelite,
genetically speaking. Those proportions diminished through succeeding
centuries as Israelites married Midianites, Moabites, Hittites, and so on.
Following the various dispersions, the percentages of Israelite ancestry
within each person would diminish at more accelerated rates.⁸
As a result, few, if any, could be as much as 25 percent Israelite
(even in Jewish communities), yet the numerical dynamics of population mixing suggest that smaller percentages of the literal “blood
of Israel” are likely to be in many more persons than ever suspected.
However, the thoroughness, extent, and rapidity of the spread and
diﬀusion of Israel in both hemispheres cannot be fully appreciated
without a careful consideration of the actual mathematics involved.
Tracking the Numbers
Neighboring populations mix whether they are comparable or
diﬀerent in size, but small populations mix even faster because the
smaller the group, the greater the percentage that marries outside the
group. For example, in an Amerindian tribe or Jewish community of
1,000 to 2,000, there may be 50 to 100 unmarried persons of marriageable age at any given time. Therefore, about 25 to 50 potential
partners of the opposite gender exist within one’s own group, which
is not a wide selection. Even though a certain number will marry one
of those 25 to 50 within the group, it is likely that others will marry
outside the group. So the percentage of a small population that will
marry outside its group, due simply to a lack of prospective partners
within the group, is much higher than the percentage of a large population that will marry into an outside or neighboring group.⁹
8. See ibid.
9. For example, about half of the small population of Utes on the White Mesa Ute
Reservation in southeastern Utah (about 250 persons) marry another Ute; the other half
marry non-Utes. That pattern over the last ﬁve or ten generations would result in few if
any of them being “pure Ute.”
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Consider a hypothetical and simpliﬁed but realistic scenario for
a tribe, a Jewish community, or some other minority population living among a larger population of “outsiders.” Jewish families or communities are as cohesive as any, yet they, too, naturally diﬀuse into
neighboring populations—and they allow incursions by genetic outsiders through conversions. This is apparent by the facts that many
Jews in Africa are black, that the Jews in China look oriental,¹⁰ that
the Jews in Europe look more European than Mediterranean, and
so on. Suppose that a small percentage of the children born into a
Jewish community marries outside the group. Even if the “outsider”
spouse was not a convert to Judaism, the children of this marriage
would likely know of their Jewish heritage and might be acquainted
with their Jewish grandparents, aunts, uncles, and cousins. But the
children of these children—that is, the great-grandchildren of the last
regular reader of the Torah—may or may not know that they are of
Jewish descent, that their great-grandfather was the last orthodox observer in their line, and that their second cousins and their parents’
cousins are Jewish. I know my thirty aunts and uncles and my eighty
ﬁrst cousins well, but I knew none of my parents’ cousins or my second cousins until I moved to a small town three hundred miles away,
made new friends, and after several years of acquaintance discovered
that three of them were my second cousins. In other words, the passage of a few generations often obscures ancestral identities.
Returning to the example, it is instructive to chart the numerical
impact over several generations of even a fraction of the community’s young people marrying outside the community, as I have done
in table 1 (see p. 172). To facilitate the math, I have calculated the
ratio of those who marry outside the community at 10 percent; the
10. The Jewish Encyclopedia (New York: Funk and Wagnalls, 1907), 4:33–38, s.v.
“China,” discusses customs of Jewish groups in China that point to the possibility that
they left Palestine before rabbinic Judaism developed, eventually arriving in China about
2,000 years ago. A photo in the article shows Chinese Jews to be indistinguishable from
Chinese non-Jews. See also the photographic essay depicting Jews with a wide range
of physical features in “The Problematic Role of DNA Testing in Unraveling Human
History,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 9/2 (2000): 66–74.
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number of discrete generations per century as three—or 33 years per
generation, which is actually longer than the average; and a constant
population growth rate of 2.5 children per couple. This latter ﬁgure
might be slightly high considering the infant mortality rate of past
centuries, but the percentages shown on the table would be valid regardless. I have also assumed equal gender ratios and a constant rate
of diﬀusion in each generation. These are simpliﬁcations, certainly,
but they do not diminish the value of the illustration.
On the table, the generation number is on the left. The next four
numbers then follow for those whose ancestry comes exclusively
from within the ethnic group: the number of adults with ancestry
from exclusively within the group, the percentage they represent of
the total number of adults in that generation that are related to the
group, the number of couples that those adults would form if everyone married, and the number of oﬀspring of those couples if couples
averaged 2.5 children who reached adulthood. In the next four columns to the right are parallel figures for those marrying partners
with ancestry from outside the group; the fourth of these columns,
labeled “offspring,” represents those born to these marriages, having ancestry partly from outside the original group and partly from
within it. The last column shows the total number of adults of that
generation, of whatever ancestry, who are descended from it.
Let’s walk through the ﬁrst few generations. From a community
including, say, 1,000 adults of one generation, 900, or 90 percent,
marry within the group to form 450 couples (ci)—half the number
of individuals, since both spouses come from within the group. The
other 10 percent, or 100, marry outside the group to form 100 couples (co), since the partner of each member of the group comes from
outside the group. This factor alone accounts for a phenomenal geometric growth of posterity with ancestry from outside the group that
increases much faster than the number of posterity with ancestry
from exclusively within the group. However, each succeeding generation with ancestry from outside the group will have ever smaller fractions of their ancestry from within the group.

900

1,013

1,139

1,283

1,440

1,620

1,823

2,050

1

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

2%

4%

8%

17%

32%

52%

74%

90%

% of a x

1025

911

810

720

640

570

506

450

couples
(ci)
100

adults
(ao)
10%

% of a x
100

couples
(co)
250

oﬀspring
(co x 2.5)

362

26%

362

905

1,031

48%

1,031

2,577

2,562 = 2,306 + 256

2,277 = 2,050 + 227

2,025 = 1,823 + 202

1,800 = 1,620 + 180

1,600 = 1,440 + 160

110,557

44,132

17,572

6,957

2,719

98%

96%

92%

83%

68%

110,557

44,132

17,572

6,957

2,719

276,392

110,330

43,930

17,392

6,797

142 + 2,577 = 2,719 adults with mixed ancestry in the 4th generation

1,425 = 1,283 + 142

126 + 905 = 1,031 adults with mixed ancestry in the 3rd generation

1,265 = 1,139 + 126

112 + 250 = 362 adults with mixed ancestry in the 2nd generation

1,125 = 1,013 + 112

oﬀspring* (ci x 2.5)

those with ancestry from outside the group

112,607

45,955

19,192

8,397

4,002

2,170

1,375

1,000

total adults
descended
from
group (ai +
ao = a x)

*In this column, the total number of oﬀspring with ancestry exclusively from within the group is broken into ﬁgures representing 90 percent and 10
percent of that total. The 90-percent ﬁgure becomes the ai ﬁgure for the next generation, while the 10-percent ﬁgure is added to the co x 2.5 ﬁgure of
the same generation to yield the ao ﬁgure of the next generation.

adults
(ai)

generation

those with ancestry exclusively from
within the ethnic group

Table 1. The Numerical Dynamics of Population Mixing
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At a population growth rate of 2.5 children per couple, the 450
couples that marry within the ethnic group would have 1,125 children (ci x 2.5), 90 percent of whom (1,013) marry within the group
and 10 percent of whom (112) marry outside the group—meaning
that they marry someone whose ancestors were not exclusively from
within the group, even if some of them were. The 112 marrying outside the group in this second generation combine with the 250 born
to those with one parent from outside the group for a total of 362
persons descended from the group but with ancestry from outside
of it in the second generation. Those 362 comprise 26 percent of the
total 1,375 (that is, 1,013 + 362, or ax) descended from the group in
the second generation. Those 362 persons marry an equal number
with ancestry from outside the group to form 362 couples who in
turn have 905 children, while the 1,013 who marry within the group
form 506 couples (assuming that one did not marry) and have 1,265
children. Of those 1,265 children, 10 percent, or 126, marry partners
with ancestry from outside the group in the third generation, combining with their 905 relatives with ancestry from outside the group
for a total of 1,031 adults with ancestry from outside the group in the
third generation. Keep in mind that the number of related adults with
ancestry from outside the group for any given generation (ao) is the
10 percent of the previous generation that married outsiders or partners of mixed ancestry added to the oﬀspring with mixed ancestry
born in that generation. The related adults with ancestry from outside the group in the ﬁfth generation, for example, is 6,957, adding
the numbers 160 + 6,797 from the fourth generation. The percentage
ﬁgure to the right of each ﬁgure in the “adults” columns is the percentage that number of adults comprises of the total adult population
related to the group, of whatever ancestry (ax). For example, in the
ﬁfth generation, 1,440 adults with ancestry from exclusively within
the group comprise 17 percent of the total 8,397 adults related to the
group, while the remaining 83 percent are the 6,957 adults of mixed
ancestry.
After only eight generations (approximately 267 years), only
2 percent of the group’s posterity still has ancestry exclusively from
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within the group and 98 percent of those related to the group have
mixed ancestry. In actuality, the numbers of individuals with ancestry from outside the group will not multiply quite as rapidly as table 1 portrays because, as indicated, many in surrounding areas will
be distant relatives with some ancestry from within the group; that
is, not every person who marries outside the group will marry a person totally unrelated to the group. Some would marry outside partners who themselves are 1/8 or 1/64 Jewish, Hopi, Zuñi, or whatever;
thus, after the first generation, the number of marriageable adults
with some ancestry from outside the group (ao) will not quite equal
that same number of new couples (co), as portrayed in the table. The
argument that Jews or other groups are more strictly cohesive than to
allow 10 percent to leave may occasionally apply, but even 3 percent
would yield the same result, though this would come about in 800
years instead of 267: 2 to 10 percent with ancestry from exclusively
within the group versus 90 to 98 percent with ancestry from outside
the group.
The dynamics of this phenomenon also explain why thousands
of the present descendants of the Cherokee look Caucasian. The
Cherokee may have mixed with Europeans more than any tribe;
thus, claims of Cherokee ancestry made by people who do not look
remotely Amerindian are not necessarily ﬁctitious but may simply
reﬂect these ﬁgures—that 2 to 10 percent of Cherokee descendants
are still in the group and look Amerindian, while 90 to 98 percent of Cherokee descendants are Caucasian-looking Americans.¹¹
Continuing the math over a millennium or two would leave less
than 1 percent of today’s literal descendants of the Cherokee, Hopi,
Kiowa, Jews, or whatever minority population knowing about that
heritage, while more than 99 percent would not know about it and
would label themselves according to their most recent ancestry,
since a knowledge of one’s ancestors beyond great-grandparents is
often lost.
11. It has been reported to me by part-Cherokee persons that these ratios are apparent at tribal reunions, where the majority of Cherokee descendants look Caucasian.
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For example, I once told a Navaho friend that he looked Hopi to
me. As a ﬂuent speaker of Navaho, born and raised by two Navaho
parents, he replied conﬁdently, “I’m full-blooded Navaho.” I asked
where his family was from originally, and it was an area not far from
Hopi land. Two years later he reminded me of my previous observation and told me that he had recently learned from a grandparent
that some of his ancestral lines were Hopi. As I told him, it is probable that many Navahos and Hopis near the joint-use area are about
half-Hopi and half-Navaho and are thus blood brothers who feud
only according to most recent ancestry. The same would be true of
ethnic groups in many parts of the world. Some studies ﬁnd Jews and
Palestinians nearly indistinguishable genetically.¹²
Some may claim that in former, less-mobile times, peoples and
places were more homogenous than they are today. However, many
historical accounts (such as Acts 2:5–12) show that international
travel was as common and ethnic variety in many places as diverse
as they are today. Historical records of pre-Columbian American life
are rare, but what sixteenth- to nineteenth-century accounts we do
have suggest a “melting-pot” eﬀect in Native Americans at least as
dynamic as today.¹³
Let us use a diﬀerent method to ﬁgure how many persons and
families of Europe, for example, could have traces of Jewish or
Israelite ancestry. It will use simpliﬁcations similar to those in the
previous hypothetical scenario, but again, they do not lessen its value
as an illustration. Ralph Marcus writes that at the time of Christ, 10
percent of the Roman Empire was Jewish, comprising about 6 million of a total population of 60 million. They were identiﬁed in two
hundred communities around the Mediterranean besides Palestine,
12. Shute, “Where We Come From,” 39, cites a study by Michael Hammer and states
that “although Palestinian and Jewish men may be political foes, they are also brethren, so
closely related as to be genetically indistinguishable.”
13. My monograph “Athapaskans, Puebloans, and the Prehistory of the Navaho
People,” a manuscript in process, cites several examples of eighteenth- and nineteenthcentury historical accounts addressing the frequency of intertribal mixing, especially as it
applies to the Puebloan ancestry of the Navaho people.
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and their numbers appear to have been signiﬁcant in Spain, Italy, and
Greek-speaking areas.¹⁴ Because such estimates could be high—although it should be borne in mind that they reﬂect only those known
to be Jewish—we will cut them in half to be conservative and estimate the total Jewish population at 3 million instead of 6 million.
Most Jewish emigrations occurred between the destructions of the
First and Second Temples—586 b.c. to a.d. 70. The destinations of
choice were Africa, Arabia, Europe, or deeper into Asia. But of the
four possible areas, let us not assume that a full fourth of the Jewish
population immigrated to Europe—let’s assume a total of perhaps
120,000, representing only 4 percent of the 3 million.
Estimates of Europe’s population in those times usually range from
30 to 40 million.¹⁵ For mathematical convenience, let’s select an intermediate estimate of 36 million. Calculating about 4.5 people per family,
36 million would yield 8 million families in Europe. The 120,000 Jews
living in Europe at a given time would represent about three generations, so if one in 20 of the 40,000 in the generation of marriageable age
married a non-Jew at a constant rate of diﬀusion, then 2,000 “gentile,”
or non-Jewish, families would receive a new member having Jewish
ancestry in the ﬁrst generation. If each of those mixed couples had two
children that reached adulthood and married (which represents zero
population growth, again for the sake of mathematical simplicity), then
in the second generation, 4,000 families would receive some Jewish
heritage through them, plus another 2,000 families who would receive
from among the next generation of Jews a new member—the one in
14. Marcus, “Challenge of Greco-Roman Culture,” 114–15; Haim Beinart, Atlas of
Medieval Jewish History (New York: Simon and Schuster, 1992), 80–82; Cecil Roth, ed.,
The Standard Jewish Encyclopedia, new rev. ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1966), 791,
1608, 1744–46, and 1753–56.
15. J. M. Roberts, History of the World (New York: Oxford University Press, 1993),
334, 409, suggests a population of about 40 million in a.d. 1000; “Medieval Sourcebook:
Tables on Population in Medieval Europe,” online at www.fordham.edu/halsall/source/
pop-in-eur.html (accessed 3 October 2003), oﬀers population ﬁgures of 27.5 million in
a.d. 500, 18 million in a.d. 650, and 38.5 million in a.d. 1000; several other sources in
similar ranges are not cited.
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20 that would marry outside their Jewish community—for a total of
6,000 families with some Jewish heritage. The two oﬀspring from each
of those 6,000 families would unite with oﬀspring from 12,000 gentile
families, and an additional 2,000 of the next Jewish generation would
marry outside their community, for a total of 14,000 families containing a member with some Jewish heritage. This pattern would continue
as follows:
Table 2. Jewish Diﬀusions into the Families of Europe
generation

Jews marrying into
outside families

part-Jewish persons
creating families

total families
aﬀected

1

2,000

none

2,000

2

2,000

4,000

6,000

3

2,000

12,000

14,000

4

2,000

28,000

30,000

5

2,000

60,000

62,000

6

2,000

124,000

126,000

7

2,000

252,000

254,000

8

2,000

508,000

510,000

9

2,000

1,020,000

1,022,000

10

2,000

2,044,000

2,046,000

11

2,000

4,092,000

4,094,000

12

2,000

8,188,000

8,190,000

In 12 generations—only 400 years—the total number of aﬀected
families has already surpassed the approximate total number of families in Europe, according to our population estimate. Even if the number of families were actually double our estimate, it would take only
one more generation for all to be aﬀected; if quadruple that, only two
more generations. In other words, whether our initial estimates are entirely accurate or not hardly matters, since the passage of time would
ﬁll out the established pattern very rapidly in any case.
However, the numbers in table 2 do not mean that all the families of Europe would be affected in 400 years, because families
nearer the Jewish communities would be impacted several times
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during these centuries, while other families further away would not
be aﬀected at all in the early generations. That is, certain areas would
receive higher proportions of the total “oﬀshoots” or available “diﬀusions” from each Jewish generation, while other areas would receive
few to none, early in the process at least. From the twelfth generation on, the 2,000 “pure” Jews leaving the main groups each generation
is so minuscule compared to the number who are part Jewish and
producing posterity that one could leave out that part of the calculation, to simplify the math even further, and merely double the
number of those who are part Jewish each generation for an approximation of the number of diﬀusional branches sent out each generation. Rounding our twelfth-generation number oﬀ to 8 million
and doubling that for 33 more generations, for a total time period
of 1,500 years or 45 generations—say, from the time of Christ to
a.d. 1500—we would reach a billion familial contributions at the
nineteenth generation, a trillion at the twenty-ninth, and about 64
quadrillion after 45 generations,¹⁶ which exceeds by many times the
population of the earth, let alone the number of families in Europe.
However, once again, the numbers would not grow as rapidly as the
tables portray because many of these part-Jewish people would be
marrying each other, creating only one new family instead of two.
Said diﬀerently, many persons, families, or areas would be receiving
dozens to hundreds of these infusions into their ancestry over the
generations and may have surprisingly high percentages of Jewish
ancestry; others, of course, would have less. However, with even a
16. For doubters, I shall complete the chart: 12th generation = 8 million; 13th = 16
million; 14th = 32 million; 15th = 64 million; 16th = 128 million; 17th = 256 million; 18th
= 512 million; 19th = 1 billion (rounded oﬀ); 20th = 2 billion; 21st = 4 billion; 22nd = 8
billion; 23rd = 16 billion; 24th = 32 billion; 25th = 64 billion; 26th = 128 billion; 27th =
256 billion; 28th = 512 billion; 29th = 1 trillion (rounded oﬀ); 30th = 2 trillion; 31st =
4 trillion; 32nd = 8 trillion; 33rd = 16 trillion; 34th = 32 trillion; 35th = 64 trillion; 36th
= 128 trillion; 37th = 256 trillion; 38th = 512 trillion; 39th = 1 quadrillion (rounded oﬀ);
40th = 2 quadrillion; 41st = 4 quadrillion; 42nd = 8 quadrillion; 43rd = 16 quadrillion;
44th = 32 quadrillion; 45th = 64 quadrillion. In numerals, a quadrillion is written as a 1
followed by 15 zeros.
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fraction of that number of diﬀusional branches being sent out over
1,500 years, how many persons in Europe would not have Jewish
ancestry? Probably very few.
So, as mentioned, it may be misleading to think of persons as
either “of Israel” or “not of Israel.” Even Jacob’s grandchildren were
only one-quarter (25 percent) “of Israel,” and the percentages among
Israelites can only have decreased since. On the other hand, a surprisingly high percentage of the world’s present population may have
traces of Israelite ancestry, and Abraham’s descendants may indeed
be numbered as the stars in the sky and the sands of the seashore
(Genesis 22:17).
The Meaning of It All
So what is the signiﬁcance of all this to the Amerindians in the New
World and to peoples in the Old World and to you and me? It means
that no one is “pure” Israelite but that very many are part Israelite. In the
Old World, it probably means that if Joseph Smith, whose known and
more recent ancestry is out of the British Isles, was as much Ephraimite
as any on earth, as has been said of him,¹⁷ and if the roots of most early
church leaders came out of the same areas, then it stands to reason that
a migration of Ephraimites entered northwestern Europe and the British
Isles in the distant past. As for other places in the Old World, we have
mentioned the large numbers of Jews living in Rome and Spain even before Christ was born, and the substantial Jewish and Yiddish-speaking
presence in central and eastern Europe speaks for the probability that
signiﬁcant numbers throughout Europe and Asia have Israelite ancestry.
The same is possible for much of the world.
In the New World, the numerical dynamics of population mixing make easily feasible the views of Mark E. Petersen and Ted E.
17. In addition to 2 Nephi 3:11, several other sources assert the literal descent of
Joseph Smith Jr. from Joseph in Egypt and his son Ephraim, though the term pure is used
loosely in some of them: Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 2:269 (8 April 1855);
Joseph Fielding McConkie, “Joseph, Son of Jacob,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism (New
York: Macmillan, 1992), 2:760–61; W. Cleon Skousen, The Fourth Thousand Years (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1966), 584–85.
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Brewerton that most Amerindians are descended from Book of Mormon peoples,¹⁸ even if Book of Mormon peoples were originally a
minority of ancient American populations and are thus only a part
of the ancestry of most individuals. Exact numbers and percentages
must await more sophisticated and accurate measures, but the pattern makes such views easily possible, if not probable.
The latest sensation for Book of Mormon critics is DNA. A video
produced by Living Hope Ministries entitled DNA vs. the Book of
Mormon discusses both Native American DNA and linguistic data
in an attempt to discount the Book of Mormon. I am not a microbiologist, but I am a linguist, and for scholarship’s sake, I hope that
the treatment of the genetic data was more credible than the comments on the linguistic data. In that poorly documented “documentary,” Thomas Murphy, listed as an anthropologist and scholar,
claimed that the linguistic data of Amerindian languages generally
show a link with Asia.¹⁹ That is 2 percent true and 98 percent false. Of
some hundred-plus Amerindian language families,²⁰ one (EskimoAleut) still straddles the Bering Strait and one other (Na-Dene, or at
least Athapaskan) shows promise for demonstrable language origins
from Asia.²¹ However, the other ninety-eight or so language families
show no demonstrable linguistic tie with Asia. Most linguists, like
most scholars, assume that those languages came from Asia, but too
long ago to have retained a veriﬁable link due to too much change
18. Mark E. Petersen, Children of Promise: The Lamanites, Yesterday and Today (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1981), 31; Ted E. Brewerton, “The Book of Mormon: A Sacred
Ancient Record,” Ensign, November 1995, 30.
19. DNA vs. The Book of Mormon, videocassette (Brigham City, Utah: Living Hope
Ministries, 2003).
20. See note 3 above.
21. Robert Shafer, “Athapaskan and Sino-Tibetan,” International Journal of American
Linguistics 18/1 (1952): 12–19. Before becoming aware of Shafer’s article, I served a
Navaho-speaking mission and found enough semantic similarity between Athapaskan
and Asian languages to convince me of a probable connection between the two; but even
if their language is largely from across the Bering Strait, the Navaho are genetically an
Athapaskan-Puebloan mix. I will address this issue in “Athapaskans, Puebloans, and the
Prehistory of the Navaho People.”
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over too many centuries. But that is an assumption. Any credible linguist would agree that no one has identiﬁed a linguistic connection
between East Asian languages and any of the other language families
except the two mentioned.
Even the ﬁlm’s claim that 99 percent of Amerindian DNA is of Asian
origin, with no sign of Jewish DNA, raised many questions in my mind:
(1) First, in the European gene pool, have microbiologists been able to
identify Celtic DNA as opposed to Germanic or Roman? Even if Celtic
DNA could be isolated, to say that 99 percent of Europeans have Celtic
DNA would be misleading, since similarly high percentages would also
have Germanic, Roman, Greek, Basque, Jewish, and several other kinds
of DNA—that is, most individuals in Europe would have those several
kinds of DNA—if the science were advanced enough to identify the
DNA supplied by all the varied people who filled an individual’s billion ancestral slots eight hundred years ago.²² (2) Bering Strait DNA
will, of course, exist throughout the Americas, just like Celtic DNA exists throughout Europe. So if Celtic DNA cannot be isolated, given the
well-documented history of Europe, what can deﬁnitively be said of the
varieties of DNA (besides East Asian) that may exist in the Americas?
Though 99 percent of samples from Amerindians may show Asian DNA,
75 percent could also show Lehite DNA, as soon as, or if, it is ever identiﬁed—because it will not be the same as Jewish DNA.²³ Lehi and Ishmael
were Josephites, not Jewish; though the two tribes are distantly related,
the genetic compositions of both have been highly diluted in the millennia since Judah and Joseph were born to the same father through
diﬀerent mothers. (3) Is it even possible to identify Josephite DNA? Are
there any Israelite human remains from northern Palestine dating
22. One’s ancestral slots double each generation back: 2 parents; 4 grandparents; 8;
16; 32; 64; 128; 256; 512; 1,024 (only 10 generations back, or 267 years ago). One can continue doubling or else calculate that each of those 1,024 have 1,024 progenitors of their
own 10 generations back, totaling over a million slots 20 generations back, or 533 years
ago. Each 10 generations, or 267 years, adds three more digits to the number of ancestral
slots—though it does not add that number of ancestors, since the number of one’s ancestral slots would soon exceed the population of the earth; instead, the same persons begin
appearing several times in one’s pedigree.
23. See Roper, “Swimming in the Gene Pool,” in this number.
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between 1000 and 600 b.c. that might be used for a test? (4) Even if a
comparison with Jewish DNA is allowed, what Jewish DNA have the
studies dealt with—the Jews in Europe, or the black Jews in Africa, or
the Jews in China, or whatever DNA all these groups have in common?
(5) Has molecular science been suﬃciently reﬁned to measure dates or
amounts of change over a given time period or for a given number of
generations? (6) Of the trillion-plus ancestral slots on anyone’s pedigree
chart forty generations back (ca. 1,200 years), how many individual ancestors could the science presently identify?
I understand that the science of DNA identiﬁcation is still in its infancy, that only small percentages of the DNA strands have been dealt
with successfully, and that even though tremendous potential exists,
most of that potential remains to be realized.²⁴ I am excited about the
potential, but I am less than overwhelmed by the premature shots in
the dark and unfounded assumptions based upon perhaps the ﬁrst 5
percent of that potential. It may be only a matter of time until evidence
for multitudes of Lehite posterity in the Americas becomes clear. The
numerical dynamics of population mixing would undoubtedly be involved; for in both the Old World and the New, the parable of the olive
tree in Jacob 5, with its grafts being transplanted into populations the
world over, is profoundly signiﬁcant.

24. See Martin Jones, The Molecule Hunt: Archaeology and the Search for Ancient DNA
(New York: Arcade, 2001).

The Charge of “Racism”
in the Book of Mormon
John A. Tvedtnes

D

etermined to read the Book of Mormon in purely naturalistic, nineteenth-century terms rather than as an ancient text,
a recent critic of that volume of scripture has taken oﬀense at some
descriptions of Lamanites in the text. This is particularly true when
“cultural diﬀerences between Lamanites and Nephites are typically
described in a manner that assigns pejorative terms, such as bloodthirsty, idolatrous, ferocious, idle, lazy, and ﬁlthy, to the dark-skinned
Lamanites.”¹ The question is whether these terms can be considered
“racist” and, in addition, whether supposed “racist” attitudes attributed to the Nephites are evidence that Joseph Smith wrote the Book
of Mormon out of his own nineteenth-century, presumably racist bias.
As one trained in anthropology, I personally dislike the term race and
have tried to avoid using it for several decades. Humans of all sorts
are much more like their fellows, even in distant parts of the world,
than some breeds of dogs are like others. As David B. Goldstein and
Lounès Chikhi express it:
One deﬁnite and obvious consequence of the complexity of
human demographic history is that races in any meaningful sense of the term do not exist in the human species. The
term race as popularly imagined implies groups that can be
1. Thomas W. Murphy, “Laban’s Ghost: On Writing and Transgression,” Dialogue
30/2 (1997): 117.
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cleanly separated from one another, and within our species,
there simply are no such groups. . . . The majority of the
genetic variation in the human species is due to diﬀerences
between individuals within, rather than between, groups. . . .
Diﬀerences between groups count for less than 15% of the
total genetic variation in our species.²
In response to the latter issue, I must conclude that racism, however that ambiguous term is understood, does not inﬂuence the truth
of the history of the Book of Mormon any more than it could inﬂuence the truth of the biblical account, which frequently disapproves
of the people of Israel marrying foreigners (see, for example, Genesis
24:3, 37; 27:46; 28:1–2, 6–9; 9:11–12). Was Jesus being racist when
he declined to bless the Canaanite woman, saying, “It is not meet to
take the children’s bread, and to cast it to dogs” (Matthew 15:26)? Or
was he merely employing a saying of the time to illustrate the point
he had just made, that he was “not sent but unto the lost sheep of the
house of Israel” (Matthew 15:24) and must minister to the needs of
those within the covenant?
Nephite Descriptions of the Lamanites
Because some critics consider Joseph Smith to be the author of
the Book of Mormon, they see its supposed “racist” epithets as reﬂecting nineteenth-century American views rather than the views of
the ancient Nephites. This view ignores some important facts:
• There is no evidence, other than later hearsay, to indicate that
Joseph Smith believed that skin color made someone inferior. On the
other hand, there is clear evidence that he considered black Africans
to be just as capable as whites, given the same opportunities; he also
favored freeing the slaves.³
2. David B. Goldstein and Lounès Chikhi, “Human Migrations and Population
Structure: What We Know and Why It Matters,” Annual Review of Genomics and Human
Genetics 3 (2002): 137–38. My thanks to John M. Butler for calling this article to my attention.
3. History of the Church, 5:217; 6:243–44.
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• At least two black men were ordained as elders during Joseph
Smith’s time, and the Prophet himself signed the ordination certiﬁcate of one of them. That man, Elijah Abel, was later ordained a seventy and served as a missionary.⁴
• The Book of Abraham, frequently cited by later generations
as evidence that blacks should not be ordained to the priesthood, says
nothing about skin color and, in any event, describes a struggle between Abraham and the Egyptian king over patriarchal authority, not
priesthood in general (Abraham 1:21–31). One cannot read into the
text anything about Egyptus being a descendant of Cain or having a
black skin. Indeed, the idea of Ham having married a Cainite woman
was prevalent among nineteenth-century American Protestants, from
whom Latter-day Saints picked up the idea.⁵
Could the Nephites have been racist in their views of the
Lamanites? Perhaps, in the same sense that the biblical patriarchs
were racist when it came to their pagan neighbors—the Hittites, the
Canaanites, and the Amorites—and did not want their offspring to
marry these unbelievers. But racism in its typical sense does not seem
to have been prevalent among the Nephites, considering the numbers who dissented from Nephite culture at various times to join the
Lamanites. And it is recorded that whenever the Lamanites converted
to the Nephite religion, the barriers separating these people dissolved
(Alma 27:21–27; 3 Nephi 2:13, 14; 4 Nephi 1:17). Even before they
were converted, the Nephites considered the Lamanites to be brethren,
a term used more than ﬁfty times in reference to the Lamanites in the
Book of Mormon.⁶ This is hardly a term that one would expect to ﬁnd
in a society that holds racist views toward a neighboring people. And
4. Newell G. Bringhurst, “Elijah Abel and the Changing Status of Blacks within
Mormonism,” Dialogue 12/2 (1979): 24.
5. See Stephen R. Haynes, Noah’s Curse: The Biblical Justiﬁcation of American Slavery
(New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).
6. See, for example, Jacob 2:35; 3:5; 7:24, 26; Enos 1:11; Jarom 1:2; Mosiah 1:5, 13; 22:3;
25:11; 28:1; Alma 3:6; 17:9, 11, 30–31, 33; 19:14; 26:3, 9, 13–14, 22–23, 26–27; 27:8, 20–24;
28:8; 29:10; 43:14, 29; 48:21, 23–25; 49:7; 53:15; 59:11; Helaman 4:24; 11:24; 15:11–12;
3 Nephi 2:12; 4 Nephi 1:43; Mormon 2:26; 9:35–36; Moroni 1:4; 10:1.
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if Joseph Smith’s racism is reﬂected in the Book of Mormon, why does
that volume have large numbers of Lamanites becoming righteous—
indeed, more righteous than the Nephites—in the decades before
Christ’s appearance?
The Nature of the Curse
Was dark skin really a curse pronounced on the Lamanites by
God? That seems to be a widely held belief, but what does the Book
of Mormon itself say? As reported in Alma, the Lord, speaking to
Nephi, distinguished between the curse and the mark. “Behold, the
Lamanites have I cursed, and I will set a mark on them that they and
their seed may be separated from thee and thy seed” (Alma 3:14). At
the time this promise was given to Nephi, the curse had already been
enacted, while the mark, a change in skin color, was yet to come. The
Lord also told Nephi that others who mingled with the Lamanites
(including his own posterity) would be both cursed and marked:
And again: I will set a mark upon him that mingleth his
seed with thy brethren, that they may be cursed also. And
again: I will set a mark upon him that ﬁghteth against thee
and thy seed. And again, I say he that departeth from thee
shall no more be called thy seed; and I will bless thee, and
whomsoever shall be called thy seed, henceforth and forever;
and these were the promises of the Lord unto Nephi and to
his seed. (Alma 3:15–17)
Nephi described how the Lamanites, as a result of their consistent rebellion against God and because of the hardness of their
hearts, were cursed by being “cut oﬀ from the presence of the Lord”
(2 Nephi 5:20). This curse also resulted in the Lamanites being separated from God’s people with the departure of Nephi (2 Nephi 5:1–7).
In connection with the curse of separation, the Lord is said to have
set a mark upon the Lamanites. The purpose of the mark, according to the Book of Mormon, was to distinguish the Lamanites from
the Nephites so that the Nephites would not intermarry with them
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and accept incorrect traditions. After Nephi had led away those who
would follow him, he wrote:
And behold, the words of the Lord had been fulﬁlled unto
my brethren, which he spake concerning them, that I should
be their ruler and their teacher. Wherefore, I had been their
ruler and their teacher, according to the commandments
of the Lord, until the time they sought to take away my life.
Wherefore, the word of the Lord was fulﬁlled which he spake
unto me, saying that: Inasmuch as they will not hearken unto
thy words they shall be cut oﬀ from the presence of the Lord.
And behold, they were cut oﬀ from his presence. And he had
caused the cursing to come upon them, yea, even a sore cursing,
because of their iniquity. For behold, they had hardened their
hearts against him, that they had become like unto a flint;
wherefore, as they were white, and exceedingly fair and delightsome, that they might not be enticing unto my people the
Lord God did cause a skin of blackness to come upon them.
And thus saith the Lord God: I will cause that they shall be
loathsome unto thy people, save they shall repent of their iniquities. And cursed shall be the seed of him that mixeth with
their seed; for they shall be cursed even with the same cursing. And the Lord spake it, and it was done. And because of
their cursing which was upon them they did become an idle
people, full of mischief and subtlety, and did seek in the wilderness for beasts of prey. (2 Nephi 5:19–24)
A change in skin color would obviously not make the Lamanites
“idle” or “full of mischief.” These were cultural, not racial, traits. To the
Nephites, who followed the law of Moses (Jarom 1:5), the Lamanite
practices of “drink[ing] the blood of beasts” (Jarom 1:6) and “feeding
upon beasts of prey” (Enos 1:20) would have been abhorrent, being
forbidden in the Mosaic code (Leviticus 7:26–27; 11:13–20).
Despite statements by such leaders as Nephi and his brother
Jacob (Jacob 3:5), some later Nephites considered being cut oﬀ from
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the presence of God as well as the mark upon the Lamanite skins to
be a curse (Alma 3:6). Thus we read,
And the skins of the Lamanites were dark, according
to the mark which was set upon their fathers, which was a
curse upon them because of their transgression and their
rebellion against their brethren, who consisted of Nephi,
Jacob, and Joseph, and Sam, who were just and holy men.
And their brethren sought to destroy them, therefore they
were cursed; and the Lord God set a mark upon them, yea,
upon Laman and Lemuel, and also the sons of Ishmael, and
Ishmaelitish women. And this was done that their seed might
be distinguished from the seed of their brethren, that thereby
the Lord God might preserve his people, that they might not
mix and believe in incorrect traditions which would prove
their destruction. And it came to pass that whosoever did
mingle his seed with that of the Lamanites did bring the
same curse upon his seed. Therefore, whosoever suffered
himself to be led away by the Lamanites was called under that head, and there was a mark set upon him. And it
came to pass that whosoever would not believe in the tradition of the Lamanites, but believed those records which
were brought out of the land of Jerusalem, and also in the
tradition of their fathers, which were correct, who believed
in the commandments of God and kept them, were called
the Nephites, or the people of Nephi, from that time forth.
(Alma 3:6–11)
While at least some of the Nephites disdained the Lamanites because of their skin color, the Lord was concerned about the sinful
nature of the Lamanites and merely used their physical characteristics to deter the Nephites from accepting their wicked ways. Any individual from among the Nephites who, having rejected the Nephite
religion, mingled with the Lamanites brought “the same curse upon
his seed” and had “a mark set upon him.” Again, we see that the curse
and the mark, while going together, were two diﬀerent things.

“Racism” in the Book of Mormon (Tvedtnes) • 189

Lamanite “Filthiness”
Mosiah 9:12 describes the Lamanites as “a lazy and an idolatrous
people,” but it does not associate these traits with their skin color.
Indeed, Alma 22:28 ties them to geographical or cultural conditions,
saying that “the more idle part of the Lamanites lived in the wilderness.” More important is the fact that Nephi described his brothers’
laziness when Laman and Lemuel were unwilling to help him build
the ship, long before there is any mention of change in skin color
(1 Nephi 17:18). He also wrote of their “rudeness,” perhaps in that
word’s original sense of savagery (1 Nephi 18:9; 2 Nephi 2:1). In his
vision, Nephi “beheld, after they had dwindled in unbelief they became a dark, and loathsome, and a ﬁlthy people, full of idleness and
all manner of abominations” (1 Nephi 12:23).
References to filthiness are not an allusion to skin color but
clearly refer to a state of being “ﬁlthy . . . before God” (Jacob 3:3; see
also verses 5, 9–10; 1 Nephi 15:33–34; 2 Nephi 9:16; Mosiah 7:30–31;
Alma 5:22; 7:21; Mormon 9:4, 14). Similarly, both the Bible and the
Doctrine and Covenants use the term ﬁlthy in reference to sinners.⁷
We should not be surprised to ﬁnd attitudes of superiority and the
attribution of negative characteristics to foreign people and cultures
among the Nephites, and the existence of such in the Book of Mormon
cannot be considered evidence that the text was necessarily a reﬂection
of nineteenth-century American racist views. Parallels are known in
other ancient cultures. For example, in the Florentine Codex, which is
indisputably pre-Columbian, descriptions of the Otomi people of Mexico
reﬂect Aztec ethnocentrism and could be considered just as pejorative
as anything Nephi or Mormon wrote. According to this text, the Aztecs
commonly described the Otomi as “untrained, stupid,” and “very covetous, that is, very desirous, greedy. That which was good, they bought
all; they longed for all of it even though it was not really necessary.” They
7. See, for example, Ezra 6:21; Job 15:16; Psalms 14:2–3; 53:2–3; Proverbs 30:12;
Ezekiel 16:36; 22:15; 24:13; 36:25; 2 Corinthians 7:1; Ephesians 5:4; James 1:21; Revelation
17:4; 22:11; D&C 88:35, 102.
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were “very gaudy dressers—vain people.” They were “lazy, shiftless, although wiry, strong; as is said, hardened; laborers. Although great workers of the land, they did not apply themselves to gaining the necessities of
life. When they had worked the land they only wandered. Behold what
they did: they went catching (game).”⁸ These descriptions sound reminiscent of Nephite descriptions of the Lamanites.
In the ancient Near East, the Amorite was described as “a tent
dweller,” the “one who does not know city(-life),” “the one who in his
lifetime does not have a house,” or “the awkward man living in the
mountains.” He was “the one who does not know (i.e. cultivate) grain,”
“the one who digs up mushrooms at the foot of the mountain,” or he
“who eats uncooked meat” and “who on the day of his death will not
be buried.” They were “a ravaging people, with canine instincts, like
wolves.”⁹ Referencing such descriptions, William F. Albright observed,
“This is naturally a somewhat extreme description, but it vividly illustrates the attitude of the sedentary folk of Babylonia at an undetermined period in the third millennium. It may be added that the Arab
peasants of Syria still call the nomads el-wuhûsh ‘the wild beasts.’”¹⁰
As the above examples from both ancient Mesopotamia and preColumbian Mesoamerica suggest, we should not be surprised to ﬁnd
that the Nephites and Lamanites may have struggled with their own
ethnocentrism. Still, modern readers should be careful not to allow
their own cultural sensitivities to obscure the meaning of the text.
Positive Nephite Attitudes toward the Lamanites
Signiﬁcantly, Nephi, who ﬁrst reported the Lamanite “skin of
blackness,” was also the one who wrote that the Lord accepts all
8. Bernadino de Sahagún, General History of the Things of New Spain, 10.29, in
Charles E. Dibble and Arthur J. O. Anderson, trans., Florentine Codex, Book 10 (Santa Fe,
N.M.: School of American Research and University of Utah, 1961), 178–79. My thanks to
Matt Roper for this reference and the two that follow.
9. Quoted from a number of original sources in Giorgio Buccellati, The Amorites of
the Ur III Period (Naples: Istituto orientale di Napoli, 1966), 330–32.
10. William F. Albright, From the Stone Age to Christianity: Monotheism and the
Historical Process, 2nd ed. (Garden City, N.Y.: Doubleday, 1957), 166.
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who are willing: “And he inviteth them all to come unto him and
partake of his goodness; and he denieth none that come unto him,
black and white, bond and free, male and female; and he remembereth the heathen; and all are alike unto God, both Jew and
Gentile” (2 Nephi 26:33). Nephi’s emphasis on the universal nature
of God’s love becomes even more meaningful when understood as
being directed to a people grappling with issues of ethnic and social
diversity. Nephi’s family members would, of course, have understood “Jews” to be those who came out from Jerusalem and would
have recognized that as a reference to themselves, but the additional
reference to Gentile and heathen—which would only make sense if
there were others in the land who had not come from Jerusalem¹¹—
is an open admonition to any among them who would look upon
the darkness of another’s skin as a sign of God’s enduring hatred.
As noted above, Nephite writers consistently refer to the
Lamanites as their brethren. The entire Book of Mormon bears the
message of the Father’s love for all his children of whatever background, and its stated purpose is to reclaim them all and bring them
into the covenant (see Book of Mormon title page). The “curse” of
the Lamanites is only a curse in the context of opposing ideologies of the Nephites and Lamanites. Once the two peoples become
united in tradition and beliefs, skin color and other ethnic or tribal
differences become irrelevant as far as the Lord and the Nephite
prophets are concerned (see 4 Nephi 1:17).
Nephi’s brother Jacob publicly chastised the Nephites for hating
the Lamanites because of their skin color (Jacob 3:5). While some
Nephites looked upon the darkness of skin as a curse, Jacob corrected this erroneous assumption of superiority by noting that the
Lamanites of that time were more virtuous and pure than some of
their Nephite contemporaries (Jacob 3:5–7) and that such external
diﬀerences as skin color are temporal and do not necessarily signify
spiritual states (Jacob 3:8). He commanded the Nephites to repent
11. See Matthew Roper, “Nephi’s Neighbors: Book of Mormon Peoples and PreColumbian Populations,” in this number, pages 91–128.
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and no longer revile against the Lamanites because of the darkness of
their skins (Jacob 3:9–10).¹² Here is an extract from his discourse:
Behold, the Lamanites your brethren, whom ye hate
because of their ﬁlthiness and the cursing which hath come
upon their skins, are more righteous than you; for they have
not forgotten the commandment of the Lord, which was
given unto our father—that they should have save it were
one wife, and concubines they should have none, and there
should not be whoredoms committed among them. . . . O
my brethren, I fear that unless ye shall repent of your sins
that their skins will be whiter than yours, when ye shall be
brought with them before the throne of God. Wherefore, a
commandment I give unto you, which is the word of God,
that ye revile no more against them because of the darkness
of their skins; neither shall ye revile against them because
of their ﬁlthiness; but ye shall remember your own ﬁlthiness,
and remember that their ﬁlthiness came because of their fathers. Wherefore, ye shall remember your children, how that
ye have grieved their hearts because of the example that ye
have set before them; and also, remember that ye may, because of your ﬁlthiness, bring your children unto destruction, and their sins be heaped upon your heads at the last
day. (Jacob 3:5, 8–10)
Jacob’s son Enos noted that the Nephites “did seek diligently
to restore the Lamanites unto the true faith in God” (Enos 1:20).
Subsequent generations were able to convert large numbers of
Lamanites. Significantly, when the sons of Mosiah proposed to go
and preach to the Lamanites, their fellow Nephites reacted by telling
them of Lamanite wickedness, but they did not mention skin color
(Alma 26:24).
12. Compare Nephi’s comments on the Jews in 2 Nephi 29:4–6 with those of Mormon
in 3 Nephi 29:8.
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Critics dismiss all such passages as simply masking what they
choose to believe is implicit racism in the Book of Mormon, opining that “the making and existence of the Book of Mormon as an
authentic document that portrays an American past tied to the racial myths and sacred history of the Old World gives Joseph Smith
and his prophetic descendants a dangerous power of representation
over the ancient Lamanites depicted in this ‘word of God.’ ”¹³ But this
secular perspective blinds them to the larger context and message of
the Book of Mormon. While ethnic diﬀerences must have been apparent to the Nephite record keepers, we are never told that skin
color was a prerequisite for blessings from God or salvation. In fact,
many times the righteousness and faithfulness of the Lamanites far
exceeded the righteousness of the Nephites (Helaman 6:1–2, 34–38;
15:5–10; 3 Nephi 6:14). Only in one instance in the entire Nephite
record did Nephite prophets report any change in the darkness of the
skin of the Lamanites (3 Nephi 2:12–16), but this, signiﬁcantly, was
after these Lamanites had been converted and had united with the
Nephites. Whether this change occurred through intermarriage or
by some other process, the Nephites apparently considered it unique
and unprecedented. Within the context of Nephite society and culture, this exceptional event would no doubt have been viewed as a
sign from God that such distinctions as skin color were irrelevant for
those numbered with Christ. After this, there are no further references to Lamanite skins becoming dark, nor any indication that skin
color was a signiﬁcant factor in Nephite belief or society.¹⁴
“White” versus “Pure”
According to the 1830 edition of the Book of Mormon, Nephi,
speaking of the latter-day restoration, discussed the future conversion
13. Murphy, “Laban’s Ghost,” 117.
14. Some readers of the Book of Mormon have interpreted statements by Nephi (1 Nephi
12:23) and Mormon (Mormon 5:15) as referencing a Lamanite curse of dark skin following
the destruction of the Nephites, yet these passages seem to refer to a spiritual state of Lehi’s
children rather than racial distinctions.
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of Lehi’s descendants: “And then shall they rejoice; for they shall know
that it is a blessing unto them from the hand of God; and their scales of
darkness shall begin to fall from their eyes; and many generations shall
not pass away among them, save they shall be a white and a delightsome people” (2 Nephi 30:6). In 1840 the Book of Mormon was “carefully revised by the translator,” Joseph Smith,¹⁵ and in that edition the
expression “white and delightsome” was changed to “pure and delightsome.” This change seems to reﬂect the Prophet’s concern that modern
readers might misinterpret this passage as a reference to racial changes
rather than to changes in righteousness. Possibly his sojourns in Ohio
and Missouri had altered his perspective of the racial connotations of
the term white in the contemporary United States, particularly among
slaves and slaveholders. He may not have gained much understanding
of this matter during his upbringing in New England and New York
State, where slavery was not as common.¹⁶
Unfortunately for subsequent Latter-day Saint interpreters, following the Prophet’s death the changes in the 1840 edition of the Book
of Mormon were not carried over into subsequent printings, which
were instead based on an edition prepared by the Twelve Apostles in
Great Britain after a copy of an earlier edition. The apostles, being in
England, were not familiar with the 1840 edition. Consequently, Latterday Saints did not reap the beneﬁt of the Prophet’s clariﬁcation until it
was restored in the 1981 edition of the Book of Mormon.¹⁷ Some critics have been fond of citing statements of earlier Latter-day Saint leaders, who once interpreted 2 Nephi 30:6 to mean that conversion leads
to a change of skin color; however, to use such statements today is
anachronistic at best and disingenuous at worst since these statements
were all expressed previous to the 1981 correction and merely echo a
15. See introduction to the 1840 edition of the Book of Mormon.
16. Use of the term white for the concept of purity was well attested at the time Joseph
Smith translated the Book of Mormon, as well as in his cultural context. Out of six meanings
for the term given in Noah Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of the English Language, three
concern purity, while only two concern color. The last concerns venerability.
17. For a more detailed explanation of the history of this textual variant, see Larry W.
Draper, “Book of Mormon Editions,” in Uncovering the Original Text of the Book of Mormon, ed.
M. Gerald Bradford and Alison V. P. Coutts (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2002), 43.
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misinterpretation of the Book of Mormon text rather than the authoritative text itself. Moreover, a change in Lamanite skin color was clearly
never intended by the “white/pure and delightsome” passage that the
Prophet Joseph modiﬁed because it does not refer to the Lamanites at
all, but to the Nephites and Jews in the latter days who turn to Christ
(see 2 Nephi 30:1–7).
But is the Prophet’s change from “white” to “pure” justiﬁed in the
scriptural context? The answer is yes. The terms white and pure are
used synonymously in Daniel 7:9, Revelation 15:6, and Doctrine and
Covenants 110:3. They are also found together in a number of passages where they clearly refer to those who are puriﬁed and redeemed
by Christ (Alma 5:24; 13:12; 32:42; Mormon 9:6; D&C 20:6). Similarly,
Mormon expressed the hope that the Nephites “may once again
be a delightsome people” (Words of Mormon 1:8). It was also of the
Nephites that he wrote:
And also that the seed of this people may more fully
believe his gospel, which shall go forth unto them from the
Gentiles; for this people shall be scattered, and shall become
a dark, a ﬁlthy, and a loathsome people, beyond the description of that which ever hath been amongst us, yea, even that
which hath been among the Lamanites, and this because of
their unbelief and idolatry. (Mormon 5:15)
The use of black-and-white imagery to typify purity and righteousness is exempliﬁed in the works of Ephraim of Syria, a fourthcentury a.d. Old World Christian writer, who commented on Philip’s
baptism of the Ethiopian eunuch (Acts 8:26–39) as follows: “The
eunuch of Ethiopia upon his chariot saw Philip: the Lamb of Light
met the dark man from out of the water. While he was reading, the
Ethiopian was baptised and shone with joy, and journeyed on! He
made disciples and taught, and out of black men he made men white.
And the dark Ethiopic women became pearls for the Son.”¹⁸ One of
18. “The Pearl: Seven Hymns on the Faith” 3:2, in Nicene and Post-Nicene Fathers, 2nd
ser., ed. Philip Schaﬀ and Henry Wace (1890–1900; reprint, Peabody, Mass.: Hendrickson,
1994), 13:295. My thanks to Mark Ellison for bringing this passage to my attention.
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Ephraim’s poems explains that “bodies that were filled with stains
are made white” by means of anointing and baptism.¹⁹ The Qur’an,
a seventh-century Semitic text, also speaks of the day of judgment as
“the day when some faces will be white and some faces will be black”
(3:106). This could be taken as a reference to purity and righteousness on the one hand and impurity and wickedness on the other, or
to salvation and damnation, but certainly not to race, since Islam has
always been reasonably color-blind.²⁰ Modern Arabic still uses the
idiom sawwada wajhuhu to describe the act of discrediting, dishonoring, or disgracing a person, but its literal meaning is “to blacken
the face” of someone.
An Anti-Racist Document
The Book of Mormon makes it clear that the color of one’s skin
has no bearing on one’s status as a righteous or sinful person. Nephi,
the son of Helaman, declared to the Nephites:
For behold, thus saith the Lord: I will not show unto the
wicked of my strength, to one more than the other, save it
be unto those that repent of their sins, and hearken unto my
words. Now therefore, I would that ye should behold, my
brethren, that it shall be better for the Lamanites than for
you except ye shall repent. For behold, they are more righteous than you, for they have not sinned against that great
knowledge which ye have received; therefore the Lord will
be merciful unto them; yea, he will lengthen out their days
and increase their seed, even when thou shalt be utterly destroyed except thou shalt repent. (Helaman 7:23–24)
19. This translation comes from text 16, stanza 7, of a forthcoming edition of selected poems of Saint Ephraim the Syrian, edited and translated by Sebastian P. Brock and
George A. Kiraz, to be published in a bilingual side-by-side format by Brigham Young
University Press in 2004. See also Sebastian Brock, trans., The Harp of the Spirit: Eighteen
Poems of St. Ephrem, 2nd ed. (London: Fellowship of St. Alban and St. Sergius, 1983), 49.
My thanks go to Daniel C. Peterson for this reference and the next.
20. Bernard Lewis, Race and Color in Islam (New York: Harper and Row, 1971).
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This passage is reminiscent of Nephi’s vision of the future of the
Lamanites: “And it came to pass that I beheld, after they had dwindled
in unbelief they became a dark, and loathsome, and a ﬁlthy people,
full of idleness and all manner of abominations” (1 Nephi 12:23).
Clearly, the Book of Mormon describes various people—including the Nephites themselves—as being dark, filthy, and loathsome
in a spiritual sense. However, the Nephites who dissented to the
Lamanites obviously did not consider them in such a negative way,
and the Lord himself does not use such language to describe the
Lamanites. Moreover, Nephites such as the sons of Mosiah and their
generation, who welcomed converted Lamanites into their society,
have only good things to say about these converts.
I conclude, then, that while some Nephites seem to have been
racist in the sense that they were repulsed by the skin color of the
Lamanites, this was not a general cultural trait. The critics’ assertions,
therefore, are fatally ﬂawed on two counts. First, the appearance of racism in the Book of Mormon is not evidence of a nineteenth-century
origin or of authorship by Joseph Smith. Second, in spite of its frank
documentation of racist feeling, the Book of Mormon is not in itself a
racist document. In fact, it advocates and even idealizes the exact opposite: rather than promoting concepts of racial inferiority, the events
and teachings within it clearly suggest that people of diﬀerent ethnic
backgrounds and traditions can truly overcome old hatreds and misconceptions and attain peace, happiness, and unity through the gospel
of Jesus Christ.

A Trial Lawyer Reviews Will Bagley’s
Blood of the Prophets
Robert D. Crockett

Introduction

M

any historians have examined the tragic Mountain Meadows
Massacre of 1857, and many yet will.¹ As of the writing of this
review, Will Bagley’s work is one of the latest. Blood of the Prophets has
received eﬀusive praise from reviewers and award committees, a point
prominently noted on the dust jacket.
Bagley’s particular claim to make this book worthwhile is that he
has “troubling new evidence” to prove that President Brigham Young
and Apostle George A. Smith of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints were accessories before the fact to commit the massacre.²

1. Sally Denton, American Massacre: The Tragedy at Mountain Meadows, September
1857 (New York: Knopf, 2003). Glen M. Leonard, Richard E. Turley Jr., and Ronald W.
Walker, Tragedy at Mountain Meadows (Oxford: Oxford University Press, forthcoming).
2. For another book of recent vintage which concludes that Brigham Young directed
the massacre, see William Wise, Massacre at Mountain Meadows: An American Legend
and a Monumental Crime (New York: Crowell, 1976). Although Wise reaches the same
conclusions as Bagley, for a number of reasons Wise’s work is different and of lesser

Review of Will Bagley. Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and the
Massacre at Mountain Meadows. Norman: University of Oklahoma
Press, 2002. xxiv + 493 pp., with bibliography and index. $39.95.
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By contrast, in her watershed and erudite works,³ Juanita Brooks
tells us that “no real evidence . . . has been found” to implicate
these authorities before the massacre.⁴ As to matters after the massacre, Bagley follows the path well-worn by others to conclude that
Brigham Young was an accessory after the fact to obstruct justice.
My review examines the way in which the author of Blood of the
Prophets handles these new and old theories. In so doing, I challenge
some of Juanita Brooks’s earlier conclusions. As a trial lawyer, I oﬀer
my perspective of the quality of Bagley’s and Brooks’s evidence and
arguments in some key areas. Trial lawyers may not be trained historians, but we are called upon to evaluate the strengths and weaknesses of various classes of evidence and to interpret the meaning of
oﬃcial government action. The heinous massacre, its investigation,
the trial of John D. Lee, and the actions of persons who control or
are swept into the legal process (presidents, cabinet members, judges,
prosecutors, defense lawyers, grand jurors, petit jurors, marshals, and
witnesses) are all matters that lend themselves to a legal analysis. I
am surprised that so little has been done in this area of the massacre’s
legal aftermath.
Speciﬁcally, regarding Blood of the Prophets, it is my view that
Bagley’s analysis of the evidence is uncritical and unbalanced, usually
favoring explanations that would condemn authorities of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. Bagley often ignores exculpatory
evidence of a much higher quality than the evidence upon which he
relies to inculpate Brigham Young. Bagley often favors rumor and
speculation over hard evidence, or he relies solely upon rumor and
import than the Bagley eﬀort. Wise relies upon few primary sources and usually rehashes
the polemic of past efforts. See Charles S. Peterson, review of Massacre at Mountain
Meadows, by William Wise, American Historical Review 82/4 (1977): 1072.
3. Juanita Brooks, The Mountain Meadows Massacre (1950; reprint, Norman:
University of Oklahoma Press, 1991); Juanita Brooks, John Doyle Lee: Zealot, Pioneer,
Builder, Scapegoat (1962; reprint with corrections, Logan, Utah: Utah State University
Press, 1992); Juanita Brooks, Emma Lee (Logan: Utah State University Press, 1975; 2nd ed.
with an introduction by Charles S. Peterson, 1984).
4. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 61.
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speculation when there is no evidence. Although rich in quantity
with primary sources, many of these sources are neither competent
nor credible. Quantity does not equal quality. Bagley sometimes relies upon secondary sources where primary sources are more reliable.
Bagley also has diﬃculty with chronology. At times, he actually
reverses the sequence of events to distort what really happened. This
disregard for the sequence of events causes him to lose the perspective needed to assess the implications of geographic distances and the
passage of time.
Bagley’s work demonstrates a depth (albeit unbalanced) of knowledge of Mormon history. But he lacks the breadth of understanding
of the political and social issues outside the Mormon community that
bear upon the nineteenth-century Mormon question. In particular, he
has not adequately discussed the correspondence between government
oﬃcials about the massacre, its investigation, and its prosecution.
Bagley is too conﬁdent of his evidence, if one can call much of
what he relies on evidence. “Too well, too well thou tell’st a tale so
ill”⁵ could be said of Bagley’s work. Dark, macabre, and depressing,
Bagley’s work is not for the fainthearted who may have little knowledge of the actual events.
Bagley’s Version of the Mountain Meadows Massacre
Let us, then, brieﬂy review Bagley’s dark version of the massacre.
After Mexican territory was annexed to the United States, including
the valley of the Great Salt Lake, Brigham Young sent representatives
to Congress to petition for statehood in the early 1850s. The church
openly announced its practice of plural marriage in 1852. Conﬂicts
with federal judges and other federal appointees, exacerbated by
the rhetoric of the Mormon reformation, led U.S. President James
Buchanan and Congress to conclude that the territory was in a state
of rebellion.
5. Shakespeare, Richard II, 3.2.121.
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To suppress the rebellion, Buchanan sent to Utah the largest domestic army in the history of the antebellum United States. Its advance and
the assassination in Arkansas of Latter-day Saint Apostle Parley P. Pratt
inﬂamed the Mormon residents of the territory against the United States.
Bagley maintains that the church encouraged the Saints to commit acts
of violence against apostates and non-Mormons.
A wagon train of approximately 140 emigrants led by Alexander
Fancher and Captain Jack Baker entered the Salt Lake Valley in 1857
and then proceeded south on their way to California. Bagley’s account has Brigham Young ordering the destruction of the train, sending Apostle George A. Smith to communicate instructions to local
leaders. Bagley informs us that instructions to Paiute Indians to attack the train are evident from Dimick Huntington’s diary.
An advance party of soldiers led by Captain Stewart Van Vliet
met with Young to provision the army. After speaking with Van Vliet,
Young realized that he had overreacted in ordering the destruction.
He sent James Haslam south to countermand those orders.
Indians attacked the party in predawn darkness on Monday, 6 September 1857, after assembling the night before. Armed Mormon militiamen in southern Utah joined the fray on Thursday, 10 September. The
slaughter ended Friday, 11 September, when the emigrants were lured by
a white ﬂag of truce to surrender their weapons. Mormons and Indians
killed them all, except for seventeen or eighteen children. Express rider
Haslam arrived in Cedar City on Sunday, 13 September, with his message from Brigham Young. He was too late.
For the next twenty years church authorities obstructed justice to
shield the perpetrators. Church authorities also conspired to shield
other Mormons who had perpetrated other crimes against nonMormons in the Utah Territory. The Utah Territory was a community dripping in gentile blood which, we are told, was a natural result
of peculiar Mormon doctrines and rituals of violence.
The church struck a deal with U.S. District Attorney Sumner
Howard to oﬀer John D. Lee as a scapegoat. The deal required witnesses to fabricate testimony to convict Lee and required the U.S.
Department of Justice to cease all further prosecutions. John D. Lee
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was the only man brought to justice after trials in 1875 and 1876,
whereupon he was executed in a sensational fashion.
Let us examine some of the more important of Bagley’s conclusions.
Accessory Status versus Acts of War
Even had Bagley correctly deﬁned and understood the meaning of
“accessory before the fact” and “accessory after the fact,” which he and
Brooks and others did not, it is not proper to apply these civil standards
of conduct in wartime conditions. Brigham Young’s tactics on the high
plains against the advancing army were to engage in what would ordinarily be seen as malicious acts of vandalism—burning feedstock,
running oﬀ supply trains, stealing mules, and running oﬀ cattle.⁶ These
acts of malicious vandalism and treason, however, were expressly forgiven by President Buchanan’s war-time pardon for treason, which I
discuss in greater detail below.⁷ The direct authorization of murder is
one thing. Interference during war with feedstock, supply trains, and
army cattle is another thing. These are much more benign acts—all
immunized by Buchanan—than murder. It would be improper to use
these immunized acts as a basis to establish accessory status.
Brigham Young an Accessory before the Fact? The Dimick
Huntington 1857–59 Diary
If one were to accept the faulty proposition that Brigham Young’s
conduct should be judged against civil standards of conduct, and if
Brigham Young desired the destruction of the Fancher train and gave
speciﬁc direction to George A. Smith and Indians to have the deed
done, this would make Young and Smith accessories before the fact.
In nineteenth-century legal parlance this meant “one who, not being
6. Norman F. Furniss, The Mormon Conﬂict 1850–1859 (New Haven, Conn.: Yale
University Press, 1960), 142 (stampeded cattle), 143 (theft of mules), 144 (destruction of
supply trains), 160 (whipping up the Indians to ﬁght).
7. James Buchanan, “A Proclamation,” 6 April 1858, 35th Cong., 2nd sess., S. Exec.
Doc. 1, serial 974, pp. 69–72, “oﬀering to the inhabitants of Utah, who shall submit to the
laws, a free pardon for the seditions and treasons heretofore by them committed.”
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present at the commission of the act, does yet procure, counsel, aid
and abet the perpetrator in the commission of it.”⁸
Bagley’s “troubling new evidence,” which separates his work from
Brooks’s, is simply a diary entry, dated 1 September 1857, in which
Indian interpreter Dimick Huntington describes a meeting purportedly held between himself, Brigham Young, and twelve Indian chiefs:
Kanosh the Pahvant Chief[,] Ammon & wife (Walkers
Brother) & 11 Pahvants came into see B & D & find out
about the soldiers. Tutseygubbit a Piede chief over 6 Piedes
Bands Youngwuols another Piede chief & I gave them all
the cattle that had gone to Cal[.] the southa rout[.] it made
them open their eyes[.] they sayed that you have told us not
to steal[.] so I have but now they have come to ﬁght us & you
for when they kill us then they will kill you[.] they sayed
the[y] was afraid to ﬁght the Americans & so would raise
grain & we might ﬁght.⁹ (cf. p. 114)
For Bagley this cryptic entry proves that “the atrocity was not a
tragedy but a premeditated criminal act initiated in Great Salt Lake
City” (p. 378). Blood of the Prophets tells us that “if any court in the
American West (excepting, of course, one of Utah’s probate courts)
had seen the evidence [the Dimick Huntington diary] contained, the
8. Lowenstein v. People, 54 Barb. 299 (N.Y. Sup. 1863). For example, a person who
knowingly rents real property to another for use as a house of prostitution would be guilty
of the oﬀense. Ibid. The mere failure to disclose knowledge that a crime has been committed
does not give rise to a felony. Edmonson v. State, 10 S.W. 21, 22 (Ark. 1888). Thus one who
learns about a house of prostitution from another who confesses to have patronized it is not
guilty of a felony. The felony of accessory before the fact has been subsumed in most states
in the oﬀenses committed by a principal, such as conspiracy or aiding and abetting. See, for
example, State v. Bowman, 92 Utah 540, 70 P.2d 458, 460 (1937) (distinction between a principal crime and an accessory before the fact abolished in Utah in 1935).
9. Dimick B. Huntington, diary, MS 1419 2, Family and Church History Department
Archives, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints (hereafter Church Archives),
13–14. Bagley interpolates “allies” where “grain” should be used. I think Bagley’s conclusion is wrong. See Lawrence Coates, review of Blood of the Prophets: Brigham Young and
the Massacre at Mountain Meadows, by Will Bagley, BYU Studies 42/1 (2003): 153.

Bagley, Blood of the Prophets (Crockett) • 205

only debate among the jurors would have been when, where, and
how high to hang Brigham Young” (p. 425 n. 42).
This scrap of evidence cannot support Bagley’s conclusions, particularly in light of contemporaneous evidence. Brigham Young, if it
was truly he who spoke,¹⁰ did not refer to a speciﬁc emigrant train.
Instead, on that day and on many others, as I will demonstrate, he
asked Indian tribal leaders to help scatter the cattle of the army and
of all emigrants on the trail in front of the army in order to completely close the trail. As historian Norman Furniss observed fifty
years ago, “early in the war at least, the Church’s leaders had a deliberate policy of seeking military assistance from the Indians.”¹¹ When
Brigham Young told the Indian tribes he wanted assistance in ﬁghting the Americans, he meant only the army.¹²
Bagley tells us that the language in Huntington’s diary entry for
1 September 1857 implies an instruction for attack on the Fancher
train. Why then did Dimick Huntington use the same language elsewhere with Indian tribal leaders who could have had no geographic
10. Most historians will probably believe that “B” refers to Brigham Young. I have my
doubts, but it probably makes little diﬀerence to the analysis. Wilford Woodruﬀ veriﬁes that
a meeting occurred that day with Brigham Young, so the “B” may be “Brigham.” However,
nowhere else in the diary is Brigham referred to as “B” (but usually as “Brigham”) and, indeed, “B” appears as someone else earlier in the diary—possibly Ben Simonds, who has
been alternatively described as a Delaware Indian, a half-breed, or a white Indian trader.
Huntington, diary, 1. The diary is reproduced at www.mtn-meadows-assoc.com; search
“Dimick”; select depoJournals/Dimick/Dimick.2.htm (accessed 14 January 2004).
11. Furniss, Mormon Conﬂict, 163.
12. John D. Lee purportedly recounts a conversation he translated for George A.
Smith to the Indians, although Lee is not a good source for translated dialogue; one should
doubt Lee’s ability to complete the translation: “The General told me to tell the Indians
that the Mormons were their friends, and that the Americans were their enemies, and the
enemies of the Mormons, too; that he wanted the Indians to remain the fast friends of
the Mormons, for the Mormons were all friends to the Indians; that the Americans had
a large army just east of the mountains, and intended to come over the mountains into
Utah and kill all of the Mormons and Indians in Utah Territory.” William W. Bishop, ed.,
Mormonism Unveiled: or the Life and Confessions of the Late Mormon Bishop, John D. Lee
(St. Louis: Bryan, Brand, 1877; reprint, Salt Lake City: Utah Lighthouse Ministry, n.d.),
223. Although I have doubts about this encounter, it shows that Mormon leaders, when
they referred to the Americans, referred to the advancing armies and not emigrants.
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proximity to the Fancher train? For instance, two days earlier in
Huntington’s diary, 30 August 1857, Huntington wrote:
I [Huntington] told them that the Lord had come out of his
Hiding place & they had to commence their work[.] I gave them
all the Beef cattle & horses that was on the Road to CalAfornia[,]
the North Rout[,] that they must put them into the mountains &
not kill any thing as Long as they can help it but when they do
Kill[,] take the old ones & not kill the cows or young ones.¹³
When Huntington talks about not killing anything “as Long as they
can help it” he is talking about “cows.” He asked the northern Indians for
help to run cattle oﬀ the northern California route upon which the Fancher
train would never tread. Following the massacre, Indian agent Garland
Hurt, certainly no friend of the Mormons, noted the same requests were
made to the northern Snake Indians.¹⁴ T. B. H. Stenhouse also conﬁrms
that running the cattle oﬀ was a general strategy used successfully against
the army.¹⁵ Thus, Brigham Young’s 1 September 1857 comment: “I gave
them all the cattle” can only mean one thing. He oﬀered the Indians all the
cattle they could scatter that were owned by the army.
13. Huntington, diary, 11–12.
14. Indian Superintendent Garland Hurt determined for himself after the massacre
that Brigham Young sought Indian help to run cattle oﬀ. Northern Indian tribes told him
that “Dimie B. Huntington (interpreter for Brigham Young) and Bishop West, of Ogden,
came to the Snake village, and told the Indians that Brigham wanted them to run oﬀ the
emigrants’ cattle, and if they would do so they might have them as their own.” Hurt continues: “I have frequently been told by the chiefs of the Utahs that Brigham Young was
trying to bribe them to join in rebellion against the United States . . . on conditions that
they would assist him in opposing the advance of the United States troops.” Garland Hurt
to Jacob Forney, 4 December 1857, 35th Cong., 1st sess., H. Exec. Doc. 71, serial 956,
p. 204. Huntington’s diary account of the event and Hurt’s thirdhand account conﬂict.
Huntington’s diary does not include a speciﬁc request to run oﬀ the cattle of emigrants,
but appears to be limited to a request to run oﬀ the army’s cattle. Hurt’s thirdhand account
of Huntington’s statement, which Hurt reported after the massacre became public knowledge, includes a request to run oﬀ the army’s cattle. Given Hurt’s well-acknowledged hostility to Brigham Young, I would view Hurt’s statement about emigrants’ cattle as a probable exaggeration. But, it is not unreasonable to think that Huntington’s vocalized strategy
to the Indians was to obstruct overland traﬃc by running everyone’s cattle oﬀ.
15. T. B. H. Stenhouse, The Rocky Mountain Saints (New York: Appleton, 1873), 378.

Bagley, Blood of the Prophets (Crockett) • 207

Let us look at who was present at that 1 September 1857 meeting
because this bears on Bagley’s theory about instructions to destroy
the Fancher train. Most of the Indians present led tribes that had
no geographic proximity to the Fancher train, as massacre historian
and attorney Robert Briggs has pointed out.¹⁶ Only two or three of
the twelve chieftains present might have had some connection to the
tribes that participated in the massacre. Tutsegabit and Youngwuds
were the two Southern Paiute chiefs present in Brigham Young’s ofﬁce whose tribes resided in Iron County (p. 113).
Not only were the wrong people in the 1 September 1857 meeting, the participants were probably talking about a geographic area
far from the location of the Fancher train. I have substantial doubt
that Brigham Young’s reference to the “south rout[e]” on 1 September
meant anything more than the entire route south of present-day
Wyoming upon which the army was advancing. With contemporaneous descriptions of the south route referring to the entire road
south of Lander Pass in Wyoming, it is unreasonable to conclude that
Brigham Young had some other meaning for “south rout[e].”¹⁷
16. Robert H. Briggs, “Wrestling Brigham,” review of Blood of the Prophets: Brigham
Young and the Massacre at Mountain Meadows, by Will Bagley, Sunstone, December 2002,
63. Wilford Woodruﬀ, who met the Indian chiefs but was not invited to the hour-long
meeting with them, noted in his journal on that date that twelve Indian chiefs from various tribes were in attendance. Scott G. Kenney, ed., Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal: 1833–
1898 Typescript (Midvale, Utah: Signature Books, 1984), 5:88.
17. For a discussion of the Fancher train’s progress, see Donald R. Moorman with
Gene A. Sessions, Camp Floyd and the Mormons: The Utah War (Salt Lake City: University
of Utah Press, 1992), 128: “Traveling in two sections, the train weathered the journey
across the plains and gave every indication that it intended to pursue the snow-free southern route to California.” Federal surveyor Lander described the “southern route” in F. W.
Lander to W. M. F. Magraw, 1859, 35th Cong., 2nd sess., H. Exec. Doc. 108, serial 1008,
pp. 63–65. A federal surveyor described the southern route as the route from “St. Louis
to Salt Lake City, as above; thence by way of Vegas de Santa Clara and Los Angeles.” J. H.
Simpson to Oﬃce of Topographical Engineers, Department of Utah, 22 February 1859,
35th Cong., 2nd sess., S. Exec. Doc. 40, serial 984, p. 37. Describing Simpson’s report, one
historian writes about the “northern route along the Oregon Trail” and all other roads to
the south. W. Turrentine Jackson, Wagon Roads West: A Study of Federal Road Surveys
and Construction in the Trans-Mississippi West 1846–1869 (1952; reprint, with foreword
by William H. Goetzmann, New Haven, Conn.: Yale University Press, 1965), 29.
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Further, Bagley’s chronology is problematic to the point of impossibility. Tutsegabit and Youngwuds did not have time to get from
Salt Lake City to Mountain Meadows and return to Salt Lake City by
16 September 1857 or, as Huntington says, by 10 September 1857.¹⁸
Blood of the Prophets tells us these Indian chiefs were surprised when
they were purportedly told to massacre the Fancher train on 1 September but that they recovered from this surprise, and within ﬁve
days (without horses, no less)¹⁹ traveled three hundred miles to organize and lead the ﬁrst wave of assaults, assembling for the assault on
the evening of 5 September for a predawn attack the next morning.
In contrast, John D. Lee claims he rushed on horseback to Salt Lake
City to make a report to Brigham Young of the massacre, saying that
“I was on the way about ten days,” and Lee did not get started for
ten days.²⁰ With excellent and replenished horseﬂesh, it took James
Haslam three days to travel the same distance with Isaac Haight’s request for instructions. Wilford Woodruﬀ records Tutsegabit’s presence to be ordained an elder in Salt Lake City, certainly not an emergency, ﬁve days after the massacre concluded or, as the Huntington
diary says, in the middle of the massacre.²¹ It is implausible to think
that Tutsegabit and Youngwuds made this round-trip in such a short
period of time. Moreover, neither Tutsegabit nor Youngwuds were reported to be at the massacre.
Thus, I disagree with Bagley’s eﬀort to render what is simple and
relatively benign (general cattle running) to what is complex and malicious (killing emigrants). The developed law of evidence cautions
18. Huntington, diary, 14. See also discussion of this date in Coates, review of Blood
of the Prophets.
19. As explained at the end of this review, the Paiutes were the poorest of the poor
among Indians. Regarding the Paiutes and horses, as one article in the Salt Lake Tribune
notes: “The Utes, who exchanged the Indian slaves they captured for horses, were known
for their business acumen. But not the Paiutes. ‘The Paiutes just ate them.’ ” Mark Havnes,
“Spanish Trail Given National Designation,” Salt Lake Tribune, 24 March 2003, sec. D.
20. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 252.
21. Robert K. Fielding, ed., The Tribune Reports of the Trials of John D. Lee for the
Massacre at Mountain Meadows (Higganum, Conn.: Kent Books, 2000), 297; Kenney,
Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal, 5:98; Huntington, diary, 14.
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against reaching conclusions about wrongful conduct from a set of
facts that could explain more benign actions.²² As Robert Briggs asks
in his Sunstone essay, with twenty-ﬁve hundred troops approaching,
why would Brigham Young concern himself with forty armed men in
the Arkansas train?²³
Brigham Young an Accessory before the Fact? Captain Van Vliet’s
Meeting with Brigham Young
Isaac Haight, a stake president in Cedar City, dispatched James
Haslam to Brigham Young for instructions about the Fancher train.
It is not contested that Brigham Young received Haight’s message and
sent Haslam back to tell Haight not to meddle with the Fancher train
and to “spare no horseﬂesh” about it. As Haslam describes it, when he
arrived in Salt Lake City, he found President Young in council with
several others. Young read the message from Haight and told Haslam
to rest and return to Brigham Young’s oﬃce at 1:00 p.m. “He asked
if I could stand the trip back; he said the Indians must be kept from
the emigrants at all cost, if it took all of Iron County to protect them.”
When Haslam returned to Young’s office at the appointed time,
President Young “told me to start and not to spare horseﬂesh, but to
go down there just as quick as possible.” When Haight received the
message, Haight said: “Too late, too late.” Haight “cried like a child.”²⁴
Haslam was never impeached as to his story, and it remained consistent throughout his lifetime.²⁵
Bagley must determine how to handle this exculpatory evidence.
As Brooks concludes, the Haslam ride demonstrated Brigham Young’s
22. Aguilar v. Atlantic Richﬁeld Co., 25 Cal. 4th 826, 852, 107 Cal. Rptr. 2nd 841, 863 (2001).
23. Briggs, “Wrestling Brigham,” 65.
24. “Testimony of James Holt Haslam: Taken at Wellsville, Cache County, Utah,
December 4, 1884,” supplement to Charles W. Penrose, The Mountain Meadows Massacre:
Who Were Guilty of the Crime? (Salt Lake City: Juvenile Instructor Oﬃce, 1884), in L. Tom
Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah.
25. John A Widtsoe recounted his boyhood encounter with Haslam in his diary, as
republished in Alan K. Parrish, John A. Widtsoe: A Biography (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 2003), 46–47.
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lack of complicity in plotting the massacre.²⁶ Bagley turns exculpatory
evidence into inculpatory evidence. He tells us that Young, in a change
of heart, used Haslam to attempt to countermand previous orders of
destruction. Blood of the Prophets says that “after learning from [advance Army Captain] Stewart Van Vliet that the government’s intentions were not as demonic as he had feared, Young sent orders south
with James Haslam to stop the events he had set in motion” (p. 379).
No evidence supports Bagley’s complex theory about countermanded instructions. When Bagley talks about Young’s encounter with
Van Vliet, he avoids saying much about dates, a strange thing given the
crucial importance he attaches to this story. The sequence of events tells
us that it is unlikely Young accumulated enough information to countermand his purported orders of destruction. On Tuesday, 8 September
1857, in the evening, Van Vliet arrived in Salt Lake Valley to secure
provisions for the army (pp. 134–35). The next day, on Wednesday,
Young met with church leaders and one hundred citizens met with Van
Vliet to discuss the army’s needs for provisions.²⁷ The next morning,
Thursday, 10 September, Haslam arrived and departed in the afternoon with Brigham Young’s message to Haight.²⁸ There is no evidence,
as of this time, that any communication of substance passed between
Brigham Young and Van Vliet on the ﬁrst night.²⁹ As to the Wednesday
meeting involving the hundred citizens, the evidence shows only bellicosity on the part of Young, who told Van Vliet that the Saints would
not provide supplies to the army, and that the army should expect a
ﬂogging.³⁰ In other words, no evidence of any sort shows rapproche26. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 142.
27. Kenney, Wilford Woodruff ’s Journal, 5:91; Orson F. Whitney, History of Utah:
Comprising Preliminary Chapters on the Previous History of Her Founders, Accounts of
Early Spanish and American Explorations in the Rocky Mountain Region, the Advent of the
Mormon Pioneers, The Establishment and Dissolution of the Provisional Government of the
State of Deseret, and the Subsequent Creation and Development of the Territory (Salt Lake
City: Cannon & Sons, 1892), 1:616.
28. “Testimony of James Holt Haslam.”
29. Kenney, Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal, 5:91; Everett L. Cooley, ed., Diary of Brigham
Young 1857 (Salt Lake City: Tanner Trust Fund, University of Utah Library, 1980), 76–78.
30. Cooley, Diary of Brigham Young, 78–79.
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ment before Haslam left. It is pure supposition to say that Young and
Van Vliet said anything in the short time period above to cause Young
to change his mind about the army. Bagley has pointed to no journal
entry to prove his supposition.
After Haslam left, it is quite apparent that Young continued his
policy of obstruction. On Sunday, 13 September, Young, with Van
Vliet sharing the stand in the Bowery, threatened the army: “If [the
Lord] will turn our enemies away, praised be his name. But if it
should become a duty to take the sword, let us do it manfully and in
the strength of Israel’s God. Then one will chase a thousand, and two,
will put ten thousand to ﬂight.”³¹
Van Vliet left Salt Lake City at three in the morning on Monday,
14 September,³² disheartened over Young’s obduracy, as he later reported to his superiors.³³ One day after Van Vliet’s departure on 15 September 1857, Brigham Young issued a declaration of martial law:³⁴
31. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 5:229 (13 September 1857).
32. Kenney, Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal, 5:92–96.
33. Whitney, History of Utah, 1:615–16.
34. Many, including Richard Poll, believe the declaration of martial law was first
issued 5 August 1857. Fielding, Tribune Reports, 296; Richard D. Poll, “The Utah
Expedition,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 4:1501 (photocopy of declaration). If that
is true, the 15 September 1857 republication would not ﬁt at all in Bagley’s theory that
the declaration was created to facilitate the massacre (p. 192) because the declaration was
published weeks before. Bagley does not appear to mention the 5 August order; the two
are identical. For now, I lack evidence that the 5 August order was ever published except
for the copy of it in Poll’s article in the Encyclopedia of Mormonism. Bagley may be right
that the ﬁrst publication was in September, but he does not address the consensus alternate view, which oﬀers a dramatically diﬀerent and more benign explanation. The timing
of the issuance of that order has led to substantial confusion, partially because of errors in
the original indictment—an error upon which Lee’s attorneys attempted to capitalize at
trial. See Whitney’s observation of the rather common timing error in Whitney, History
of Utah, 2:816–17. Bancroft erred over the timing of the martial law order and the commencement of the attack, but he concluded nonetheless that Brigham Young had nothing
to do with the attack. Hubert Howe Bancroft, History of Utah 1540–1886 (San Francisco:
History, 1889), 560. Another work that stumbles over the date of the event is the very
entertaining Ann Eliza Young, Wife No. 19, or the Story of a Life in Bondage, Being a
Complete Exposé of Mormonism, and Revealing the Sorrows, Sacriﬁces and Suﬀerings of
Women in Polygamy (Hartford, Conn.: Dustin, Gilman, 1875), 237–49.
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We are condemned unheard, and forced to an issue with an
armed mercenary mob, which has been sent against us at the
instigation of anonymous letter writers, ashamed to father
the base, slanderous falsehoods which they have given to the
public; of corrupt oﬃcials, who have brought false accusations against us to screen themselves in their own infamy;
and of hireling priests and howling editors, who prostitute
the truth for ﬁlthy lucre’s sake.³⁵
Brigham Young indeed had a change of heart about the advancing
army. It came after months of analysis, as Norman Furniss concludes.³⁶ Haslam’s ride cannot be explained as an attempt to countermand prior orders, and Bagley’s theory is ﬁctional.
Apostle George A. Smith an Accessory before the Fact?
Blood of the Prophets says that “even before the Fancher party
left Salt Lake, George A. Smith was on his way to southern Utah
to arrange their destruction at a remote and lonely spot” (p. 381).
This argument assumes Brigham Young had formulated the plan
for destruction when the Fancher train was still in Salt Lake City
on 5 August 1857. There is no evidence of material provocation by
the Fancher train at this early stage except from persons with no
reliable basis upon which to provide testimony. Bagley relies on
Argus’s thirdhand account that Eleanor Pratt spotted a conspirator to the death of Parley P. Pratt among the train members in Salt
Lake City (p. 98) without giving attribution.³⁷ The anonymous author who used the pseudonym of Argus and published a series of
letters in the Corinne (Utah) Reporter lacks indicia of reliability
for most of his observations. Bagley believes that Argus was later
35. Whitney, History of Utah, 1:615–17; Comprehensive History of the Church, 4:272–73.
36. Furniss, Mormon Conﬂict, 124–26.
37. “Mrs. McLean Pratt is said to have recognized one or more of the emigrants as
being present at the murder of the apostle.” “Extracts from ‘Open Letters from “Argus” to
Brigham Young,’ ” in Stenhouse, Rocky Mountain Saints, 431.
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determined to be one Charles Wandell. Wandell, who lived in
California at the time of the massacre, had nothing to do with it
(p. 434 n. 50).³⁸ When Blood of the Prophets relies upon Argus, it
relies upon a purveyor of thirdhand uncorroborated speculation.
Bagley claims that instructions “from headquarters” to kill those
in the train went from George A. Smith to Isaac Haight (p. 298).
Again this source is Argus. Bagley claims that unnamed “federal
investigators suspected that in August 1857 Smith carried Young’s
orders to massacre the Fancher train to southern Utah” (p. 297, emphasis added). This is not, however, evidence. If federal investigators had any evidence to support their suspicions, they would have
aired it in the ﬁrst Lee trial when, as we will see in the discussion
below, they had every incentive to do so.
Nobody has ever oﬀered any believable evidence that George A.
Smith gave instructions to Haight and Lee to massacre the train. John
D. Lee is the only person who purported to oﬀer evidence of these instructions. I do not see how Bagley can place any faith in Lee’s confessions, particularly those written as Mormonism Unveiled. Lee wrote this
confession with the assistance of William Bishop, his attorney. Bishop
relied on these confessions to obtain his fee. As Bishop urged Lee to
ﬁnish his work before his execution, he told Lee that he would be “adding such facts . . . as will make the Book interesting and useful to the
public.” The matters of greatest interest to Bishop were those things
that would implicate Brigham Young and church authorities, things
which Bishop thought would make the book sell.³⁹ In any event, Lee’s
claim that George A. Smith met Lee in southern Utah on 1 September
38. Charles Wandell was appointed a captain of ﬁfty-two by church oﬃcials in the evacuation of the San Bernardino church members. He came through Mountain Meadows a few
months after the massacre. He settled in Beaver. According to Bagley, in 1871, shortly after his
excommunication from the church, Wandell began publishing his pseudonymic “Argus” letters
about the massacre in the Corinne (Utah) Reporter. He joined the Reorganized Church of Jesus
Christ of Latter Day Saints in 1873. His extensive ﬁles on the massacre were destroyed by a
ﬁre at the Herald Publishing House in 1907. Marjorie Newton, Hero or Traitor: A Biographical
Study of Charles Wesley Wandell (Independence, Mo.: Herald, 1992).
39. William Bishop to John D. Lee, 23 February 1877, Papers of Jacob Smith Boreman, 1857–1912, Huntington Library.
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1857 (an approximate date deduced from Lee’s text) with orders of destruction⁴⁰ was impossible because Smith was hundreds of miles away
in Salt Lake City on that very day, as well as the day before.⁴¹
Accessory after the Fact: The Claim That Brigham Young
Conspired to Dispose of the Fancher Train’s Property
Blood of the Prophets and other works⁴² theorize that church oﬃcials conspired as “accessories after the fact” to obstruct justice. To be
an accessory after the fact, a person must have an active and immediate role in concealing a crime, such as providing the means for an
escape or shutting the door against law enforcement oﬃcers. Dealing
in stolen goods also conveys accessory-after-the-fact status. Passivity,
however, does not.⁴³
Bagley does not state clearly what facts confer accessory-after-the
fact status upon Young. Certainly, we should reject both Brooks’s and
Bagley’s attempts to redeﬁne the crime as passivity in that they both
tell us that Brigham Young was an accessory after the fact merely because “he knew what had happened, and how and why it happened”
(p. 377). This may be a historian’s standard of complicity, but it is not
a legal standard. By Brooks’s and Bagley’s standard, newspaper reporters would qualify for accessory status.
40. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 221, 223–24.
41. Kenney, Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal, 5:88. Orson F. Whitney says: “The fact that
he had never heard of the Arkansas emigrants before he met them at Corn Creek, where
he camped near them one night on his way back to Salt Lake City, and that he immediately started east and heard no more of them until he reached Bridger, appears to have
escaped the notice of those who subsequently sought to associate him with the tragedy at
Mountain Meadows.” Whitney, History of Utah, 1:697.
42. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 381; John H. Beadle, Western Wilds, and the Men Who
Redeem Them (Cincinnati: Jones Brothers, 1879), 527–28; Furniss, Mormon Conﬂict, 88.
43. Wren v. Com., 26 Gratt. 952, 67 Va. 952 (Va. 1875). Moreover, a cleric who receives information about a crime from a penitent cannot become an accessory because
the information is privileged. Francis Wharton, A Treatise on Criminal Law, 9th ed.
(Philadelphia: Kay and Brother, 1884), 443–45. Although there is no direct evidence that
Lee gave Brigham Young a penitential confession, any confession would have been privileged and completely protected from any disclosure. Church attorneys may have justiﬁably told Brigham Young that anything Lee told him about the massacre was a privileged
confession and could not be relied on for any purpose except church discipline.
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In my attempt to separate the wheat from the chaﬀ of Blood of the
Prophets’s evidence, I agree with Bagley that a conspiracy to receive
the emigrants’ property would be evidence suﬃcient to brand somebody an accessory after the fact. Is there competent evidence to show
that Brigham Young conspired to receive the emigrant’s property?
Bagley appears to rely upon two events in which Young purportedly gave instructions for the disposition of Fancher train property.
For one event, the evidence turns on the statement of one man, Philip
Klingensmith. Blood of the Prophets tells us that at the church’s general conference on 6 October 1857, Klingensmith said that Lee made
a full report of the massacre to Young and then was told to “dispose
of that property” and “say nothing about it” (p. 178).
Brigham Young denied this meeting and speciﬁcally denied any
statement about the property.⁴⁴ Although Bagley spends some time
discounting Young’s aﬃdavit of denial, his argument is less than convincing. Let’s assume, however, that Brigham Young’s aﬃdavit does
not exist. How good is Klingensmith’s testimony? Klingensmith’s
statement was not corroborated when it should have been. The version of Lee’s confession, published by William Bishop, discussed the
meeting with Brigham Young but mentions neither Klingensmith
nor Young’s directions about disposition of the property.⁴⁵ Lee was in
a position to corroborate Klingensmith but did not.
Additionally, upon cross-examination during the ﬁrst Lee trial,
Klingensmith admitted that whatever passed between Lee and Young
about the massacre was outside his hearing.⁴⁶ His testimony was so
worthless that U.S. District Attorney Sumner Howard declined to recall Klingensmith for the second trial.
Klingensmith also admitted to participating in the massacre. He
turned state’s evidence before Lee’s ﬁrst trial in exchange for a grant of
44. Brigham Young, aﬃdavit, 30 July 1875, in Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 286.
45. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 251–53.
46. Trial Transcript, People of the Territory of Utah v. John D. Lee (1875), Utah State
Historical Society, MS B 915 (Charles Peterson copy), 27, 93. Klingensmith did purport to
hear Brigham Young give directions about keeping something a secret.
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immunity. He gave his testimony as a disillusioned apostate.⁴⁷ Thus his
6 October 1857 account is very suspect, even without Young’s denial.
The second event Bagley marshals as evidence of Young’s participation in the property disposition is, again, in the Huntington diary.
Bagley argues that after Chief Arapeen told him about the massacre, Young advised Arapeen to help himself to the booty (p. 170).
Bagley, however, changes the actual sequence of events to make
things appear as they are not. The Huntington diary shows that
Young ﬁrst asked Arapeen—just as Brigham Young had asked all
other Indian chieftains—to help himself to the army’s cattle. Then
Arapeen tells him about “a” massacre.⁴⁸ Nobody thereafter suggested to Arapeen that he help himself to the Fancher train booty.
Brigham Young would never have done this because Arapeen’s tribe
was too far north in Utah. Bagley’s explanation is akin to asking the
mayor of Ogden to help himself to the coﬀers of Cedar City.
I see no evidence to support the level of complicity necessary to
establish that Brigham Young was an accessory after the fact through
his giving instructions to dispose of the Fancher train booty.
Accessory after the Fact: Obstruction of Justice and the Failure to
Analyze the Eﬀect of the Presidential Amnesty
Blood of the Prophets has charged high-ranking church oﬃcials
with two decades of obstructing the federal investigation. Bagley’s
47. Klingensmith was excommunicated from the church in 1871 but said he left the
church on his own accord in 1868 or 1869. Trial Transcript (1875), 96.
48. Huntington, diary, 18–19. Brigham Young tells Arapeen “to help himself to what
he wanted,” but Arapeen demurs, saying that he had no ﬁght with “the Americans.” Then,
as the conversation progresses, “he told me that the Piedes [Southern Paiutes] had killd
the whole of a Emigrant company & took all of their stock & it was right[.] that was
before the news had reached the City.” I don’t think Huntington made this diary entry
contemporaneously with events, otherwise why would he say that Arapeen knew of the
massacre “before the news had reached the City”? This entry causes me to suspect that
the Huntington diary entry was written after the fact (and thus mixing up events with a
rumored story, later shown to be false, of another, earlier massacre), but the entry refutes
Blood of the Prophets’s claim that Arapeen ﬁrst told Brigham Young about the massacre
and then received instructions to take the plunder. Ibid.
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emphasis is in Mormon history, so he sometimes shows his lack
of breadth in political and social matters that originate outside the
Great Basin. One of the areas in which he displays this weakness is
his failure to discuss the eﬀect of President Buchanan’s general amnesty upon the massacre prosecutions (p. 205).
Buchanan issued an amnesty for all crimes of the Mormons related to the claimed acts of sedition and treason. Governor Alfred
Cumming announced a broad interpretation of that amnesty to the
Saints on 14 June 1858.⁴⁹ Certainly, by the date of the amnesty, federal oﬃcials believed that Mormons had directed the massacre, and
they believed that John D. Lee was one of the leaders.⁵⁰ One might
reasonably conclude that the amnesty was intended to cover the massacre participants.
Some in the federal government and the press believed that
Buchanan intended to pardon the massacre perpetrators. Indian superintendent Jacob Forney was so upset with U.S. District Court Judge
John Cradlebaugh’s massacre investigation that he cursed Cradlebaugh’s
name, citing the amnesty as the basis for his objections, or so we are told
from a source hostile to Forney.⁵¹ Non-Mormon U.S. District Attorney
Alexander Wilson and non-Mormon U.S. District Court Judge Charles C.
Sinclair disagreed over the application of the amnesty, with Wilson
49. James Buchanan, “A Proclamation,” 6 April 1858, 35th Cong., 2nd sess., S. Exec.
Doc. 1, serial 974, pp. 69–72, “oﬀering to the inhabitants of Utah, who shall submit to
the laws, a free pardon for the seditions and treasons heretofore by them committed.”
This is not exactly an amnesty for all crimes relating to the invasion. Governor Cumming
expanded upon this to include “all criminal oﬀenses associated with or growing out of
the overt acts of sedition and treason are merged in them.” Otis G. Hammond, The Utah
Expedition: 1857–1858: Letters of Capt. Jesse A. Gove, 10th Inf., U.S.A., of Concord, N.H.,
to Mrs. Gove, and Special Correspondence of the New York Herald (Concord, N.H.: New
Hampshire Historical Society, 1928), 356–57.
50. Hurt to Forney, serial 956, p. 203.
51. Forney told others that Mormons “were all included in the President’s proclamation and pardon, and would not be tried or punished for any oﬀense whatever committed
prior to the issuing of the pardon; that Judge Cradlebaugh was not a ﬁt man for oﬃce,”
apparently accompanying his comments about the judge with “unmeasured terms, no
language being too low or ﬁlthy.” James Lynch, aﬃdavit before D. R. Eckles [Chief Justice
of Utah Supreme Court], 27 July 1859, 36th Cong., 1st sess., S. Doc. 42, serial 1033, p. 84.
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Judge John Cradlebaugh (1819–72, with service in Utah from 1858 to 1860). Courtesy
Utah State Historical Society.

refusing to present to the jury bills of indictment.⁵² Harper’s Weekly
noted the conﬂict over the amnesty in the prosecution of the massacre.⁵³
The New York Post opined that the amnesty excused the massacre crimes
because it was an aspect of the Utah war intended to come within the
amnesty’s scope.⁵⁴ It is no wonder that prosecution was uncertain. But,
52. Stenhouse, Rocky Mountain Saints, 402–3.
53. “The Mountain Meadows Massacre,” Harper’s Weekly: Journal of Civilization, 14
August 1875, 661–66 at 666.
54. New York Post, cited in Beadle, Western Wilds, 514. Beadle was a journalist for
the Union Vedette and the Salt Lake Daily Tribune, as well as a lawyer and a judicial clerk.
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given the controversy the amnesty sparked in the Eastern press with regard to the massacre investigation, it seems that Blood of the Prophets
would have discussed it. This is a signiﬁcant omission.
Accessory after the Fact: Obstruction of Justice and the Dispute
between the Two Branches of Federal Government
The presidential amnesty contributed to the lengthy delay in federal prosecution. In addition, the federal judiciary and federal prosecutor fought over control of the massacre investigation. This internecine dispute stymied federal investigation of the massacre for several
years. Bagley does not discuss this feud as a source for delay.
At the national level in the early nineteenth century, the federal judiciary and the prosecutors repeatedly jockeyed for power in ways that
would appear unseemly today. Thomas Jeﬀerson said that the “great object of my fear is the federal judiciary. That body, like gravity, ever acting with noiseless foot & unalarming advance, [is] gaining ground step
by step. . . . Let the eye of vigilance never be closed.” He condemned
the judiciary’s usurpation of the legislative prerogatives with its pious
interpretation of its own brand of Christianity.⁵⁵ The U.S. Constitution
gives little direction to the judiciary compared to what it gives to the
legislative and executive branches. The Hamiltonian Federalists saw the
federal judiciary as a way to expand federal power and to crush state
self-determinism (read: slavery). The Jeﬀersonian republicans believed
states’ rights were paramount except as to powers speciﬁcally delegated
to the federal government. The Federalist judiciary gained the upper
hand with the enforcement of the Sedition Act of 4 July 1798, which
Beadle’s best-known work was Brigham’s Destroying Angel: Being the Life, Confession, and
Startling Disclosures of the Notorious Bill Hickman, the Danite Chief of Utah: Written by
Himself, with Explanatory Notes by J. H. Beadle (Salt Lake City: Shepard Book, 1904).
55. James F. Simon, What Kind of Nation: Thomas Jeﬀerson, John Marshall, and the
Epic Struggle to Create a United States (New York: Simon & Schuster, 2002), epigraph following dedication page; Sarah Barringer Gordon, The Mormon Question: Polygamy and
Constitutional Conﬂict in Nineteenth-Century America (Chapel Hill: University of North
Carolina Press, 2002), 57.
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crushed Jeﬀersonian dissent. As historian James Simon explains, their
“blatantly partisan actions [of stifling criticism of the John Adams
administration] in pursuit of convictions under the Sedition Act
reinforced Jefferson’s profound distrust of the federal judiciary.”⁵⁶
Supreme Court Justice Salmon Chase’s prosecutions under the Sedition
Act, while a sitting Supreme Court justice, were notorious, eventually
leading to an attempt to remove him by impeachment.⁵⁷
Utah’s federal judges replayed this high national drama on
a frontier stage. As with the amnesty, Blood of the Prophets fails to
see the broad political and social issues of the struggle for federal
power. Brigham Young’s demand for local self-determinism replaced
Thomas Jeﬀerson’s urbane urge for state self-determinism. Polygamy,
rather than slavery, was an aﬀront to federal power and needed to be
crushed.⁵⁸ In the early days of Utah, federal judges of questionable
character—a point Van Vliet conceded⁵⁹—directed the investigation
of crime, requested army troops to march against the local citizenry,
harangued citizens in their places of worship about the lack of virtue in their plural wives, and testiﬁed in Congress about Mormon
debauchery. These judicial eﬀorts to crush the Mormon theocracy
would be unthinkable today in any social context.
Blood of the Prophets accepts Cradlebaugh’s account of the dispute
uncritically, condemning the U.S. district attorney as “pliant” (p. 235)
and “ ‘closely allied to the Mormons by some mysterious tie’ ” (p. 217)
for failing to do anything about the massacre. Citing Cradlebaugh and
Sinclair, we are told that Wilson’s “whole course of conduct has been
marked with culpable timidity and neglect.”⁶⁰ Bagley would have us
believe that the U.S. district attorney was too cozy with the Mormons
and that the Mormons lobbied him to ignore the massacre.
56. Simon, What Kind of Nation, 53.
57. Ibid., 112–16.
58. Pennsylvania law professor Sarah Barringer Gordon also sees the assault upon polygamy as an extension of the assault upon southern states’ rights. Gordon, The Mormon
Question, 57.
59. Kenney, Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s Journal, 5:93.
60. John Cradlebaugh and Charles E. Sinclair to James Buchanan, 16 July 1859, 36th
Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec. Doc. 32, serial 1031, p. 19.
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The official correspondence, however, shows that the executive and judicial branches of government distrusted each other and
that neither was effective in the prosecution of the massacre. The
purported investigation began, at least in Cradlebaugh’s view, with
grand jury proceedings from 8 to 21 March 1859 in Provo. Mormon
accounts say Cradlebaugh called out the army to terrorize the local
Provo population with the might of federal power. Cradlebaugh and
Bagley assert that the troops were necessary to protect the court and
witnesses from Mormon Danite assassins. Governor Cumming sided
with the Mormons, who were outraged with Cradlebaugh’s use of the
troops. Cumming believed that he, as the federal executive, had the
sole civilian authority to call out the troops in the Territory.
Attorney General Black in Washington, D.C., said that it was not
Cradlebaugh’s job to determine whom to prosecute or when to call
out the troops. He instructed U.S. District Attorney Wilson to “oppose every eﬀort which any judge may make to usurp your functions.
. . . If the judges will conﬁne themselves to the simple and plain duty
imposed upon them by law of hearing and deciding the cases that are
brought before them, I am sure that the business of the Territory will
get along very well.”⁶¹
President Buchanan approved of Wilson’s eﬀorts to resist the judiciary’s incursion into his prerogatives and the use of federal troops.⁶²
General Albert Sidney Johnston, commanding Camp Floyd, implied that
he was unhappy being called into the fray to support the judiciary.⁶³
Black attempted to rein in the Utah judges, explaining to them
the judiciary’s function to “hear patiently the causes brought before
them.”⁶⁴ The executive branch has a “public accuser, and a marshal.”
As the U.S. Supreme Court said in an 1868 landmark case, public
prosecutions are within the exclusive jurisdiction of the U.S. district
61. Black to Wilson, 17 May 1859, serial 1031, p. 9.
62. Ibid., 10.
63. A[lbert] S[idney] Johnston to Lieutenant Colonel L. Thomas, 27 April 1859, 36th
Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec. Doc. 42, serial 1033, pp. 4–5.
64. [U.S. Attorney General] J. S. Black to John Cradlebaugh and Charles E. Sinclair,
17 May 1859, 36th Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec. Doc. 32, serial 1031, p. 2.
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attorney until indicted oﬀenses are in trial before a petit jury. Judges
have no role in prosecutions until then.⁶⁵
Addressing a defensive letter to President Buchanan, Cradlebaugh
and fellow judge Charles Sinclair admitted that “the diﬃculty [which
has] arisen between the judiciary and executive is deeply to be deplored.”⁶⁶ Nonetheless, the judges attacked Governor Cumming and
U.S. District Attorney Wilson for failing to faithfully execute their
duties, especially in connection with the 1859 Provo grand jury.⁶⁷
Cradlebaugh’s grasping for prosecutorial power made prosecution
nigh impossible. Prosecutors must work with judges to obtain warrants
and convene grand juries, but Cradlebaugh would not cooperate. He complained to Buchanan that Wilson refused to execute (i.e., serve) bench warrants for witnesses, but Wilson countered that Cradlebaugh would not give
him the warrants for execution.⁶⁸ Wilson wanted the massacre grand jury
to be empanelled in southern Utah, close to the scene. He also urged the
Justice Department to provide funds “to enable the oﬃcers of the court to
make a patient and thorough search for evidence.”⁶⁹ Cradlebaugh (remember, he is the judge, not the prosecutor) responded to Wilson’s request by
traveling to Santa Clara and issuing arrest warrants in 1859. None of them
were executed. Why not? Cradlebaugh failed to include in his entourage
the person with prosecutorial discretion, the U.S. district attorney. He further refused to respond to Wilson’s request for information about the warrants so that they could be served. Cradlebaugh also refused to tell Wilson
about his activities in Santa Clara.⁷⁰ Blood of the Prophets does not explain
how the prosecutor could be expected to prosecute when the judge shuts
him out of the process.
The signiﬁcance of this episode is unmistakable. The prosecution
delayed as it resisted the judiciary’s grasping for control of the massacre investigation. This material escapes Bagley.
65. Conﬁscation Cases, 74 U.S. 456, 458 (1868).
66. Cradlebaugh and Sinclair to Buchanan, 16 July 1859, serial 1031, p. 8, emphasis in
original.
67. Ibid.
68. Alexander Wilson to J. S. Black, 15 November 1859, 36th Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec.
Doc. 32, serial 1031, pp. 40–42. Cradlebaugh and Sinclair would not respond to Wilson’s letter.
69. Ibid., 29.
70. Ibid., 40.
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Accessory after the Fact: The Claim That Mormons Wouldn’t
Indict Their Own in the 1859 Provo Grand Jury
According to Bagley, the 8–21 March 1859 grand jury proceedings
in Provo provide a lurid but relevant detour in the story of the massacre prosecutions. He uses the story of the grand jury to show that
Mormons obstructed prosecutions by refusing to indict their own for
the massacre and for other crimes. The book claims that the grand jury
“‘utterly refused to do anything’” about the massacre and other crimes
against non-Mormons. Thus the federal grand jury “ground to a halt”
(p. 218). The implication of Bagley’s claim is that church authorities
instructed grand jurors to obstruct voting when bills for indictment
against Mormons were presented to them. Bagley, however, has missed
primary source material which contradicts his conclusions.
This tale of the grand jury is central to one of Bagley’s more salacious themes. Blood of the Prophets paints a picture of a community
of priests dripping in gentile blood, with Mormon laity thumbing
their noses as federal authorities sought to staunch the ﬂow. Bagley
and Cradlebaugh make much of the all-Mormon Provo grand jury’s
failure to return any criminal indictments, including in the notorious Parrish and Potter case⁷¹ and the Henry Jones case. Blood of the
Prophets does not have the facts right in the Henry Jones case, confusing it with a diﬀerent and unrelated crime.⁷² Bagley tells us that
church authorities obstructed not only the massacre investigation,

71. The Parrish-Potter murders resulted from a shootout between several people in
Springville in March 1857 (pp. 75–76).
72. Although the error makes no difference to the massacre analysis, Blood of the
Prophets confuses the notorious April 1858 Henry Jones murders in Payson with another
crime in the fall of 1857 in Springville (p. 199). In the Henry Jones case, a sensational crime
widely reported in the press, three people, including an infant, were murdered. The circumstances of the crime were so lurid that nineteenth-century sources had Victorian diﬃculty
describing it. See Stenhouse, Rocky Mountain Saints, 469. Twice there were multiple indictments and once a conviction of a local law enforcement oﬃcer. See D. Michael Quinn, The
Mormon Hierarchy: Extensions of Power (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), 253, 537 n.
186 (I disagree with Quinn’s conclusions about the meaning of these events).
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but also the investigation of other notorious crimes for which, he
says, there were never any indictments (pp. 75–76).
The official correspondence refutes these claims. Bagley has
the facts wrong because he does not rely upon the oﬃcial ﬁles. U.S.
District Attorney Wilson’s diary (again, it was his duty to bring indictments, not Cradlebaugh’s) and his report to the U.S. attorney
general indicate that no indictment was obtained from the Provo
grand jury for the Mountain Meadows Massacre because none was
requested by the U.S. district attorney. Yes, Judge Cradlebaugh may
have asked for indictments in his initial charge, but this was an
empty request because it was not his lawful request to make. It was
U.S. District Attorney Wilson’s job alone to control the grand jury’s
reception of evidence and the timing of decision. Wilson never asked
the grand jury to indict for massacre oﬀenses. The grand jury’s term
was occupied with other crimes, and then Cradlebaugh discharged
the grand jury before Wilson could ask the grand jury to act.⁷³ An
army officer, familiar with the proceedings, opined that the reason Cradlebaugh dismissed the grand jury precipitously was not
that Cradlebaugh was upset with its performance, but that General
Johnston withdrew Cradlebaugh’s army escort.⁷⁴ In addition, when
a second grand jury was empanelled in 1859, no indictments were
sought for the massacre. Yet, Bagley would have us believe on the sole
basis of Cradlebaugh’s claims that the grand juries refused to indict
for the massacre.
Just as Bagley has the facts wrong about the 1859 grand jury’s treatment of the Mountain Meadows Massacre, so does he miss important
73. Wilson to Black, 15 November 1859, serial 1031, pp. 21–32. Instead of taking up
the massacre, the days were ﬁlled with an investigation of oﬀenses committed at Camp
Floyd, Indian rape cases, the murder of Henry Jones, and the Parrish and Potter murders.
74. In a 4 April 1859 journal entry, Captain Albert Tracy wrote: “Whatever the just
merits of the case, from either legal or moral points of view, it has been conceded by
Colonel Johnson [sic] at Camp Floyd that he will withdraw his troops from Provo. This,
leaving the court of Judge Cradlebaugh with no element of protection, necessitates the
speedy closing up of the cases in which he was making so noble a progress, together with
the retirement of himself, and his marshals and assistants to safer quarters.” Albert Tracy,
“Journal of Captain Albert Tracy,” Utah Historical Quarterly 13 (1945): 64–65.
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facts about the grand jury’s treatment of other crimes. The second 1859
grand jury handed down indictments for the Parrish and Potter and
the Henry Jones cases, yet Bagley tells us that no indictments were ever
obtained for these crimes.⁷⁵
Accessory after the Fact: The Claim That the Church Would Not
Cooperate in the Apprehension of the Fugitives
Bagley claims that high Mormon oﬃcials refused to cooperate in
apprehending the massacre fugitives. For example, Cradlebaugh reports that he told Buchanan that church oﬃcials oﬀered to produce fugitives upon condition that the church dictate the composition of the
petit juries. Bagley does not tell us that U.S. District Attorney Wilson
declared this “an unqualiﬁed falsehood.” Mormons did no such thing.⁷⁶
The federal judiciary denied Mormon law enforcement oﬃcers the
power to assist federal oﬃcers in the pursuit of criminal convictions.
Governor Cumming complained that the federal judges refused to admit to the bar federal territorial prosecutors. Indeed, Cradlebaugh and
fellow judges refused to permit the Mormon territorial attorney (even
though he was technically an oﬃcer of the United States) to enter their
courtrooms and present bills for indictments.⁷⁷
U.S. District Attorney Wilson attempted to persuade non-Mormon
Deputy U.S. Marshal William Rodgers to eﬀect service of process upon
75. As Wilson’s letter stated: “[The grand jury found a] true bill against William
Bird, for murder in the Parrish and Potter case (same case which was before the court at
Provo;) and a true bill against George W. Hancock as principal, and seven others as accessories, in the murder of Henry Jones, at Payson, in April, 1858, (same case before the
court at Provo).” Wilson to Black, 15 November 1859, serial 1031, pp. 29–32 at 32.
76. Ibid., 42.
77. A[lfred] Cumming to [Secretary of State] Lewis Cass, 1 February 1860, 36th
Cong., 1st sess., H. Exec. Doc. 78, serial 1056, pp. 43–44, emphasis removed. Governor
Cumming also noted that “perhaps one of the strongest reasons which prevents the administration of law in Utah is a conviction generally held by the people of this Territory
that the minds of the United States judges are so blinded by prejudice against them that
Mormons can hardly expect a fair and impartial decision in any case where they are concerned. Many even believe that there is a strong desire on the part of the United States
judges to convict a prisoner of crime if that prisoner be a Mormon.” Ibid.
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massacre participants. Rodgers rebuﬀed the request, claiming a lack
of resources.⁷⁸ Then, on 6 August 1858, Wilson told the federal marshal that the Mormon territorial marshal, John Kay, would accomplish
the investigations and the arrests. According to Wilson, “Kay was a
Mormon, had a knowledge of the country and of the people, and expressed a determination, if legally deputized, to make arrests if possible.” But, Rodgers refused to deputize Kay on the ground that Kay “was
a Mormon.”⁷⁹ For the federal government, a crook on the lam was better than a crook collared by a Mormon.
The federal marshal was also less than diligent, frequently complaining about a lack of pay. However, federal surveyors had no diﬃculty locating and using the services of the fugitives.⁸⁰ The surveyors’
accounts mock the progress of the investigation, recounting jokes
with and pranks upon the fugitives.⁸¹ Additionally, in 1872, the U.S.
attorney general denied a request by the U.S. district attorney to reopen the investigation of the massacre.⁸²
As another example of silly officiousness, immediately prior to
Lee’s ﬁrst trial in 1875, lawyers Jabez Sutherland and George C. Bates
oﬀered to surrender indictees William Stewart, Isaac Haight, George
Adair, and John Higbee in return for accommodating their request for
bail. U.S. District Judge Jacob Boreman was incensed with this proposal, refused it, and instead commenced disbarment proceedings
against these lawyers. Blood of the Prophets touches on this brieﬂy but
not fairly (p. 290). Although a defense lawyer may not shield a fugitive,
it is common for fugitives to negotiate the terms of their surrender
78. William H. Rodgers to [U.S. District Attorney] A[lexander] Wilson, 8 August
1859, 36th Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec. Doc. 32, serial 1031, p. 41.
79. Wilson to Black, 15 November 1859, serial 1031, p. 41.
80. Stephen V. Jones, John F. Steward, and Walter Clement Powell, “Journals,” Utah
Historical Quarterly 16–17 (1948–49): 107.
81. Frederick S. Dellenbaugh, A Canyon Voyage: A Narrative of the Second Powell
Expedition down the Green-Colorado River from Wyoming, and the Explorations on Land,
in the Years 1871 and 1872 (New Haven: Putnam’s Sons, 1908), 153.
82. George H. Williams to George C. Bates, 2 November 1872, Microﬁlm NND 170
(3015), consisting of documents obtained from Record Group (hereafter RG) 60, 123,
205, and 267, order NND 69–170 A, National Archives.
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Judge Jacob S. Boreman (1831–1913, with service in Utah from 1873 to 1889). Courtesy
Utah State Historical Society.

indirectly through lawyers. Judge Boreman’s 13 February 1875 letter to
Sutherland and Bates shows that the judiciary petulantly refused to deal
with Mormons or even attorneys for Mormons. The judge condemned
Sutherland for taking on a Mormon as a client because Mormons have
“the very soul of corruption.”⁸³ Boreman’s refusal to discuss bail is
ironic in light of the bail he later granted Lee.
Federal judges denied Mormons permission to assist federal oﬃcials with criminal prosecutions. These judges considered Mormons as
83. Jacob Boreman to [Jabez] Sutherland and [George C.] Bates, 13 February 1875,
Papers of Jacob Smith Boreman, 1857–1912, Huntington Library.
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disloyal “foreigners,”⁸⁴ as un-American, “perverted, oppressed, [and]
alien.”⁸⁵ Mormons could not be trusted to do anything, including ﬁght
crime. Avoiding collaboration with the Mormons was of greater social
value than justice.
Bagley fails to report accurately early eﬀorts at apprehension. Skipping over legitimate oﬀers of help, Bagley accuses the church of obstructing justice by frustrating the investigation. That is not appropriate, given
the evidence.
Accessory after the Fact: The Claim That Brigham Young Took No
Oﬃcial Action
Blood of the Prophets criticizes Brigham Young for doing nothing in his oﬃcial capacity to prosecute the massacre (p. 379). Young,
however, explained that he took no official governmental action
against the perpetrators because President Buchanan stripped him
of these powers and Governor Cumming possessed all the powers
of the executive.⁸⁶ Once he was stripped of civil power, the church
may have well taken the position that the Mormon prophet’s control
over wrongdoers was limited to the remedies speciﬁed in section 134
of the church’s Doctrine and Covenants. Nothing required Brigham
Young to hunt down the participants and turn them over to the very
powers seeking to jail him for bigamy (see D&C 134:4).

84. Jacob Boreman wrote: “The people generally were foreigners.” Leonard Arrington,
ed., “Crusade against Theocracy: The Reminiscences of Judge Jacob Smith Boreman of Utah,
1872–1877,” Huntington Library Quarterly 24 (November 1960): 7 n. 6. Arrington notes from
Boreman’s papers that Boreman believed that Brigham Young’s real name was “Jong” and that
his father was a British mercenary who fought the Americans in the War of 1812.
85. James B. McKean to George H. Williams, 12 November 1873, “April 1873,” RG 60,
box 1014, National Archives. “Converts from among the humble peasants of Europe are
coming here in large numbers, and are coming to stay.” Ibid.
86. Brigham Young, aﬃdavit, 30 July 1875, in Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre,
287. There were brief times after the massacre in which Brigham Young held federal executive power in Utah. Given the advance of the army, other matters consumed
Governor Young’s attention.
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There is no competent evidence of a Mormon cabal to inﬂuence
the executive branch to delay prosecution. There is much speculation, but nothing more. The Eastern press occasionally blamed the
delay upon the Buchanan and subsequent administrations.⁸⁷ The will
to prosecute was not there. Both Cradlebaugh and Wilson gave up
and left town before the Civil War.
Accessory after the Fact: Did the Church Interfere with the Lee
Trials by Hiding or Coercing Witnesses and Inﬂuencing Jurors?
Moving forward almost two decades, Blood of the Prophets argues
that the church was guilty of obstructing the prosecution of the 1875
and 1876 trials of John D. Lee. Yet Bagley errs in his analysis of the
events of the trials. He fails, with a few exceptions for the ﬁrst trial only,
to rely upon the actual transcripts. Instead, he relies upon exposés.⁸⁸
These secondhand accounts are not accurate and have serious errors
of omission and editorial addition. In particular, I object to Bagley’s
reliance upon William Bishop’s Mormonism Unveiled for the second
trial. Bishop’s stenographer dropped and changed testimony in places.
Abraham Lincoln’s biographers have recognized the diﬃculty of using
press accounts as they reconstructed the accessory-after-the-fact trial
of Dr. Samuel Mudd, the physician who set John Wilkes Booth’s leg.⁸⁹
87. “The reason of this long delay, this stubborn deafness to the demands of justice,
this contemptuous . . . investigation of the Mountain Meadows Massacre was not had at
once, and subsequent administrations cannot escape from a share in the same responsibility.” Undated St. Louis Republican editorial quoted in Fielding, Tribune Reports, 189.
88. For the ﬁrst trial in 1875, Blood of the Prophets cites nothing more than sensational paraphrases of the testimony by the Salt Lake Daily Tribune eleven times, Beadle’s
exposé four times, and the actual transcript four times (pp. 433–44). Bagley cites
“[Lockley, Frederic]. The Lee Trial. Salt Lake City: Tribune Printing Co., 1875,” which is
actually The Lee Trial!: An exposé of the Mountain Meadows massacre: being a condensed
report of the prisoner’s statement, testimony of witnesses, charge of the judge, arguments of
counsel, and opinions of the press upon the trial by the Salt Lake Daily Tribune reporter
(Salt Lake City: Tribune Printing, 1875).
89. Edward Steers Jr., His Name Is Still Mudd: The Case against Dr. Samuel Alexander
Mudd (Gettysburg: Thomas, 1997), 156 nn. 31 and 32.
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In contrast to Bagley, neither Brooks nor Leonard Arrington relied on
press accounts for their analyses of the Lee trial.⁹⁰
Blood of the Prophets also relies on the memoirs of Judge Jacob
Boreman for his impressions of the trial. Except for perhaps the demeanor of witnesses, a judge’s observations of witnesses could not
add anything to the oﬃcial transcript. Boreman’s reminiscences demonstrate some real problems. With not a shred of evidence other than
the speculation circulated by others, Boreman said he believed that
high Mormon oﬃcials communicated death threats to witnesses of
the massacre and that ordinary members of the church believed they
were authorized to commit perjury by reason of the vows they took
in the church’s Endowment House. None of that is reﬂected in the
trial transcript. Arrington opined that Boreman was prepared to believe the worst about the Mormons and that his naïveté made him
clay in the hands of other federal anti-Mormon fanatics.⁹¹
Turning to the events of the ﬁrst trial in 1875, there is no evidence that the church obstructed justice. This trial mistried with a
hung jury, to the universal denunciation of the church in the nonMormon press. All Mormon jurors and one “backslider” voted to
acquit. Three non-Mormons voted to convict (p. 296). Not a single
witness tied Lee to any criminal activity, including former Mormon
Bishop Philip Klingensmith, who turned state’s evidence.⁹² The prosecutors, William C. Carey and Robert Baskin, used the trial to grandstand against Brigham Young.⁹³ Even the Salt Lake Daily Tribune
admitted that the trial failure resulted from the prosecutors’ “utter
neglect of the business” and “disgraceful lethargy.”⁹⁴
90. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 294; Arrington, “Crusade against Theocracy,” 4.
91. Arrington, “Crusade against Theocracy,” 36 n. 55.
92. Trial Transcript (1875). I have read this transcript with a critical eye. The absence
of evidence made his testimony seem silly.
93. Ibid.
94. “The Mountain Meadows Murderers Admitted to Bail: The Incompetency of the
United States to Try Criminals in Utah Admitted,” Salt Lake Daily Tribune, 12 May 1876,
quoted in Fielding, Tribune Reports, 204.
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Accessory after the Fact: Did the Church and the Prosecutor
Obstruct Justice with a Deal in the 1876 Trial to Forgo Any
Other Prosecutions?
Blood of the Prophets tells us that the U.S. district attorney’s oﬃce
struck a deal with the church: they would oﬀer John D. Lee as a scapegoat to avoid all further prosecutions, and in return the church would
help convict Lee in a second trial. For critics of the church (and I would
put Blood of the Prophets in this category), the deal and scapegoat story
helps sell the idea that the church was not above thwarting justice. For
advocates of John D. Lee (and I would put Brooks in this category), the
deal and the scapegoat theory helps sell the idea that an innocent Lee
was willing to suﬀer as a martyr for his friends and church.
The deal is important to Bagley’s conclusions. He says: “In a
case that threatened to shake the LDS church to its foundations, the
prosecutor found he could only secure a guilty verdict with the cooperation of Mormon authorities. As attorneys do, Howard made a
deal” (p. 300). As part of this deal, the church assisted Howard with
manufactured evidence and manipulated justice (p. 299). Bagley
also tells us that U.S. District Attorney Howard was “ ‘on the make,’ ”
or in other words, had been bribed or threatened with blackmail by
church leaders (p. 299).
Bagley’s failures in this area are the same as Brooks’s and the Salt
Lake Daily Tribune’s. The latter ﬁrst ﬂoated this theory on 27 September
1876, citing only supposition.⁹⁵ So Bagley is in good company.
In this section, we will examine the law, which demonstrates that
any deal would have been a worthless nullity. We will then look at the
evidence Bagley oﬀers to support his theory of a deal, to show that
his evidence lacks proper foundation and is thus not reliable. Lastly,
95. The paper reports that a deal had to be inferred from the facts that Howard had
dismissed the charges against William Dame, that Howard had selected an all-Mormon
jury, and that in his opening statement he stated that he had no evidence to indict higher
church authorities. The Salt Lake Daily Tribune also pointed to Howard’s disparagement
of the Liberal party, which was so closely aﬃliated with the Tribune. “A Word in Defense,”
Salt Lake Daily Tribune, 27 September 1876, p. 2, col. 1.
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we will see from an overwhelming amount of oﬃcial correspondence
that Howard’s later actions were inconsistent with any “deal.”
The Law Pertaining to Agreements to Thwart Justice. A “deal” to
thwart justice would have been a legal impossibility, a nullity, void
at the outset, and obligating nobody. Under English and American
common law, certain agreements such as agreements to collect gambling debts incurred in nongambling jurisdictions, to pay for a prostitute, or not to report a crime are unenforceable. Another example of
an unenforceable agreement is an agreement to forbear prosecution
of a crime.⁹⁶ In U.S. v. Ford, an 1878 U.S. Supreme Court decision,
the court summarized the law of forbearance of prosecution. A grant
of immunity must be approved by a judge and is granted only to accomplices willing to come forward and testify in good faith against an
accused. On the other hand, the court said that an executive pardon
does not require approval by a judge or does not constitute an agreement to come forward to testify, but it does require a presidential act.
A pardon usually comes only after conviction of the to-be-pardoned
felon.⁹⁷ Thus, the two kinds of deals approved by the Supreme Court
require an oﬃcial stamp of approval by persons other than the prosecutor; secret deals would not work.
Before the Supreme Court’s 1878 decision, grants of immunity were
questionable. Prevailing law before U.S. v. Ford suggested that a grant of
immunity might not have been enforceable if the person granted immunity “appear[ed] to have been the principal oﬀender” and that the best
one could hope for was an “equitable” claim to a presidential pardon.⁹⁸
Howard would also have known that an unlawful grant of immunity may
have been a crime itself; he could have been subject to prosecution.⁹⁹ He
96. Nickelson v. Wilson, 60 N.Y. 362 (N.Y. 1875); Cameron v. McFarland, 4 N.C. 299.
97. U.S. v. Ford, 99 U.S. 594–606 (1878).
98. U.S. v. Lee, 4 McLean 103, 26 F. Cas. 910–11 (C.C.D.Ill. 1846). In U.S. v. Lee, the federal prosecutor was of the view that the most a grant of immunity could give was an equitable
claim to a pardon and a delay in prosecution. U.S. v. Lee advanced the judicial notion that a
court, upon application, could grant immunity to a witness less culpable than the accused.
99. U.S. v. Daniel, 19 U.S. 542–49 (1821) held that a person who has admissible
knowledge of a crime but withholds it may be subject to misdemeanor prosecution for
misprision of felony.
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was obviously knowledgeable in the area because he appears to have offered John D. Lee a presidential pardon after Lee’s conviction.¹⁰⁰
Any subsequent U.S. district attorney, or even Howard himself,
could have simply ignored a deal to thwart justice and could have
prosecuted any person worthy of prosecution. Therefore, if a deal to
thwart justice was a nullity at the outset, it seems unlikely that a competent lawyer would have spent any eﬀort reaching such a deal.
Bagley’s Evidence of a Deal. Turning to Bagley’s evidence of a deal to
make John D. Lee a scapegoat (which really is unnecessary to discuss,
given the legal impossibility of such a deal in the ﬁrst place), we ﬁnd it
wanting. For example, there is no evidence whatsoever, other than reported rumor, that U.S. District Attorney Sumner Howard was bribed.
Nor is there evidence that witnesses were told what to say. Bagley,
as does Brooks, says that “according to . . . family traditions,” Nephi
Johnson and Jacob Hamblin received letters ordering them to testify and “telling them what to say” (p. 304). “Family traditions” are
not evidence. I would like to see the letters. What would they have
shown? That witnesses were told to lie about Lee’s guilt when Lee was
not really guilty? It is unlikely that Lee was not guilty.¹⁰¹ Although
there may indeed have been letters telling witnesses to cooperate, it is
doubtful that the letters instructed them what to say.
As further evidence of a deal, Bagley examines Hamblin’s role
in the second trial.¹⁰² Bagley and the Salt Lake Daily Tribune attack,
100. Whitney, History of Utah, 2:824.
101. Lee said in his confession published posthumously: “It was my duty, with the
two drivers, to kill the sick and wounded who were in the wagons, and to do so when we
heard the guns of the troops ﬁre. . . . As we heard the guns, I ordered a halt and we proceeded to do our part.” John D. Lee, in Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 241.
102. Trial Transcript, People of the Territory of Utah v. John D. Lee (1876), Utah State
Historical Society, MS B915, Charles Peterson copy, 86–101. Jacob Hamblin was not present at the massacre. Hamblin was the head of the Indian mission to the southern territory, and he was away at the time of the massacre. He did not, however, exactly escape the
massacre with his reputation intact. A seven-year-old survivor, Rebecca Dunlap, identiﬁed Hamblin as a participant. Hartt Wixom, Hamblin: A Modern Look at the Frontier Life
and Legend of Jacob Hamblin (Springville, Utah: Cedar Fort, 1996), 84. None of the other
perpetrators ever identiﬁed Hamblin as being present. Ibid., 85. Bagley refers brieﬂy to
Dunlap’s sighting of Hamblin but rightly dismisses it (p. 148).
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in particular, Hamblin’s testimony that Lee confessed to him and
the fact that Hamblin never mentioned the confession to investigating law enforcement oﬃcers.¹⁰³ They claim that Lee’s confession to
Hamblin never occurred, and they have suggested that church ofﬁcials orchestrated Hamblin’s testimony to secure Lee’s conviction.
Brooks agreed with Bagley’s later assessment that Hamblin’s testimony was selectively truthful and that he “could not remember what
he did not want to tell.”¹⁰⁴
The transcript shows that no lawyer in the second trial pushed
Hamblin to say very much although Hamblin said he had more to tell.
Each side was undoubtedly fearful to ask questions that would elicit
previously unknown answers.¹⁰⁵ Either side could have asked the court
to order Hamblin, upon pain of contempt, to tell it all. Neither side did.
Had I been the prosecutor, I would not want Hamblin to say anything
that might possibly implicate Brigham Young because, in that event, I
would have followed the same unsuccessful strategy of grandstanding
against Brigham Young as did U.S. District Attorneys William Carey
and Robert Baskin in the 1875 trial. Similarly, because Hamblin was
under the control of the prosecution, as Lee’s defense lawyer I would
not know what Hamblin would say. In this particular case, less was
more. There is no evidence that Hamblin lied; in fact, Hamblin’s recent
biographer, Hartt Wixom, takes exception to the charge of perjury.¹⁰⁶
Lee’s attorney, Bishop, admitted that Hamblin was an honest man,¹⁰⁷
103. Salt Lake Daily Tribune, 24 September 1876, in Fielding, Tribune Reports, 240–41.
104. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 198.
105. Hamblin testiﬁed: “Q. Are you certain you have told all you know about it? A. Yes,
sir, I am certain I know all I tell. Q. Answer the other part? A. I think I have. Everything
of importance. Q. Have you told it all? A. No sir. Q. Tell the balance? A. I would not kile
[sic] to undertake it.” Trial Transcript (1876), 114.
106. Wixom, Hamblin, 144.
107. As Lee’s attorney Bishop argued in closing: “Jake comes on the stand and testiﬁes
as carefully and considered as it is possible for a man to testify.” “His memory was good.”
Bishop needed Hamblin to be a truthful witness because he used Hamblin’s testimony
to contrast against allegedly inconsistent conduct on the part of Brigham Young. Trial
Transcript, People of the Territory of Utah v. John D. Lee (1876), Papers of Jacob Smith
Boreman, 1857–1912, “1876 Huntington Trial Transcript,” Huntington Library, box 2,
book 4, p. 20; see also Wixom, Hamblin, 155.
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even though Lee contended that Hamblin’s testimony was false.¹⁰⁸ The
press may have wished that Hamblin had said more, but Hamblin was
not talking to the press.
A juror’s dream has not the slightest chance of constituting evidence, but Bagley oﬀers it to us as such (p. 306). Blood of the Prophets
uses juror Andrew Corry’s recollection of a conversation he had with
another juror about that juror’s dream that Lee would be oﬀered as a
scapegoat. When Corry executed his aﬃdavit in 1932 he was eightyfour years old. He had probably been pursued for ﬁfty-six years by
persons interested in having him support a particular view. The afﬁdavit looks to be too ﬁne a production.¹⁰⁹
Corry’s aﬃdavit, nonetheless, is compelling to me in a way Blood of
the Prophets would not appreciate. Corry does not claim any external
108. John D. Lee to Emma B. Lee, 21 September 1876, in Samuel N. Henrie, ed.,
Writings of John D. Lee, 2nd ed. (Tucson, Ariz.: Fenestra Books, 2002), 408.
109. A partial text of Corry’s statement: “I came to Utah when I was two years old and
have lived here for eighty-three years, and I have been through the mill. I knew John D.
Lee very well and many a time I have stayed at his home. I was on the jury that convicted
him, and I was the last man to give in to have him executed. President Young furnished the
evidence and the witnesses that convicted John D. Lee. Do you believe it? It is true nevertheless. I know for I was there at the court at the time of the trial. It was the same as Nephi
killing Laban. Better for one man to die than for a whole nation to dwindle in unbelief. John
D. Lee was the sacriﬁce. He paid the penalty, but just the same he was a good man. They
never published that thing correctly. I know John D. Lee was not altogether to blame. He
was caught in the snare. I couldn’t give in with the jury. Granger took me to one side and
talked and reasoned with me, but I felt miserable, just as though the devil had some power
over me. Finally S. S. Barton, a juror, told me a dream he had. ‘We, the jury, were all in a
ﬁeld harvesting, and had our riﬂes with us. A ﬂock of blackbirds rose up from everywhere
and scattered away.’ These blackbirds represented the apostates and the mob. They wanted
Brigham Young, and John D. Lee knew it. It meant that some one must be the white goose.
As in the dream, a ﬂock of white geese ﬂew by and we shot at them, killing one. Then the
great ﬂock of blackbirds rose. Lee was the white goose. I still disliked very much to give in
to the jury for I know that Lee was not the only one responsible for the dead, and some one
had to be sacriﬁced, so at last I gave in, and immediately I felt so relieved and happy that
I gave in and the evil inﬂuence left me. Lee was as much a sacriﬁce for the Church as any
man had ever been. The Lord did the best He could at all times with the people He had to
work with. The Lord has been merciful to me and has shown me the Gospel and I am grateful to him for doing so.” Andrew Corry, aﬃdavit, 11 March 1932, in Edna Lee Brimhall,
“Gleanings concerning John D. Lee” (unpublished, 1958), MS 6313, Church Archives, and
at Northern Arizona University Library, pp. 52–54. Though riveting, this is not evidence.
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pressure to vote for Lee’s conviction. He does not mention any pressure
by any church authority to vote a particular way. He does not mention
a deal. Corry dwells on the scapegoat theory, but that theory was the
only defense theory oﬀered by Lee’s attorneys and the only possible
theory for the jurors to debate. It seems that ﬁfty-six years would have
uncovered a claim of church pressure, given Corry’s willingness to spill
all in his aﬃdavit.
Blood of the Prophets tells us that William Bishop, Lee’s attorney,
claims that he had an agreement with local church authorities to select particular persons as jurors (p. 302). According to Bishop:
The attorneys for the defendant had been furnished with a
list of the jurymen, and the list was examined by a committee of Mormons, who marked those who would convict with
a dash (—), those who would rather not convict with a star
(*), and those were certain to acquit John D. Lee, under all
circumstances, with two stars (**).¹¹⁰
If Bishop asserts, which he really does not, that local church leaders
agreed with him to dictate to jurors the outcome of the case, Bishop
would be admitting to a crime at the most and grounds for disbarment at the least.
Blood of the Prophets recounts a story by Frank Lee that each juror favorable to Lee’s cause would have a “star pinned under his arm”
so that Bishop would know “whom to choose” (p. 302). I don’t trust
this evidence. According to genealogical records, and Bagley does not
mention this, Frank Lee would have been barely thirteen years old by
the time of the second trial¹¹¹ when he claims that this information
was conveyed “in the Council meeting.”¹¹² Frank Lee does not say
he was at the meeting. A thirteen-year-old boy, one who had lived
in isolation his entire life with his mother Rachel, would not likely
110. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 33.
111. Lorraine R. Manderscheid, Some Descendants of John Doyle Lee (Bellevue, Wash.:
Family Research and Development, 1996), ch. 7.
112. William Franklin Lee, statement, 28 February 1931, in Brimhall, “Gleanings concerning John D. Lee,” 21–23.
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understand the intricacies of conspiracies to suborn perjury. How
many of the dozens or hundreds of potential jurors would have been
trained to display their underarms only to Bishop? What would the
stars have looked like? Frank Lee undoubtedly misheard secondhand
family accounts of Bishop’s list of potential jurors.¹¹³
It certainly is not unusual for an experienced trial lawyer in a
small town to compile a list of dozens of known veniremen (someone
who is summoned to serve on a jury) and rank them according to
their proclivities. A trial lawyer will use many sources to learn facts
about these potential jurors. Even an experienced lawyer might get
too close to potential jurors in the pretrial phase, as Clarence Darrow
learned when he was indicted in 1911 in Los Angeles for allegedly offering money to a potential juror before jurors were called.¹¹⁴ Bishop
probably analyzed the pretrial jury pool. His friendly sources were
sympathetic Mormons in the community who probably identiﬁed to
him and Lee those veniremen who might vote Lee’s way.
Bagley and the press also cite as evidence of a deal the fact that
an all-Mormon jury was selected for the ﬁrst trial. Obviously, the argument goes, an all-Mormon jury could be controlled by the church
more easily than a part-Mormon jury. Lee’s attorney advanced this
theory during closing argument. Howard replied by explaining that it
was Lee’s attorney, not the prosecution, who had struck non-Mormons
from the panel. Bishop, said Howard, “was very anxious to get
every Gentile oﬀ the jury; and I kept striking oﬀ Mormons.”¹¹⁵ Because
Mormons outnumbered non-Mormons by a huge margin, and because
113. Another one of Rachel and John’s children, Amorah, was nineteen years old on
the date of the second trial. She said in a family statement that she crawled on hands and
knees with a friend to eavesdrop on a “council” meeting wherein “the jury was composed
of Mormon men and the jurymen chosen were those who wore a star.” Amorah Lee
Smithson, statement, 18 February 1930, in Brimhall, “Gleanings concerning John D. Lee,”
27. I think Amorah got the story wrong and repeated it to her family. It is more likely that
Bishop had a list of potential jurors, with the ones he wanted marked with a star, and that
is the story Amorah heard, and which she later repeated to Frank.
114. Irving Stone, Clarence Darrow for the Defense: A Biography (1941; reprint, New
York: Signet Classic, 1971), 344–79.
115. “1876 Huntington Trial Transcript,” Huntington Library, box 2, book 5, p. 1.
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challenges to jurors are typically limited to a certain number per side,
it would have been relatively easy for one side to unilaterally control
the religious makeup of the jury. According to the uncontested trial
transcript, it was Lee’s attorney who did this and not, as Bagley argues,
Howard. Bishop’s unilateral selection of an all-Mormon jury (obviously,
a smart thing to do since Mormons had previously voted to acquit) is
an important fact in this story that Bagley misses.
Other than the unilateral ability to strike a limited number
of jurors, neither party had control over the selection of the jury.
According to press reports, the selection process was trilateral, with
each side and the court having its say.¹¹⁶ It would be diﬃcult to corrupt an entire jury pool for the twelve who would be empanelled. In
any event, there was no limit to public and press contact with the jurors after the trial. After years of controversy over this case, as far as
I know, no juror claimed to have been part of a conspiracy or to have
received instructions from church authorities.¹¹⁷
Bagley also cites Judge Boreman himself for evidence of a deal:
The deal [Sumner Howard] struck with Brigham Young troubled even Howard. On the ﬁrst day of the trial, the prosecutor stopped Judge Boreman as he was going to court. “Judge,
I have eaten dirt & I have gone down out of sight in dirt & expect to eat more dirt.” (p. 301)
Boreman never believed Howard had made a deal, as I will show
from correspondence discussed below. Nonetheless, the conversation
quoted above says nothing of consequence. Boreman does not claim
116. “The Material That Mormon Juries Are Composed of,—The Tallest Old Liar in
Southern Utah.—The Whole Court Astounded at the Revelations.—Some Things Which
Look Passing Strange to a Man Up a Tree,” Salt Lake Daily Tribune, 14 September 1876, in
Fielding, Tribune Reports, 211–12.
117. In a secondhand account, which Bagley does not mention, Edna Lee Brimhall
claims juror Walter Granger told her in 1931 that the jury was “pledged to ﬁnd a verdict
of ‘guilty.’ ” Brimhall, “Gleanings concerning John D. Lee,” 4. The year 1931 was the year she
collected aﬃdavits and statements to support her unpublished work; there is no aﬃdavit
from Granger. Even so, in this secondhand account, Granger does not mention speciﬁc
external pressure from church authorities.
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this to be evidence of any deal and even admits that another witness
to the conversation denied it.¹¹⁸ Bagley tells us that Howard’s disclosure troubled Boreman, but there is no evidence of this.
Finally, Bagley tells us that “prevailing wisdom had it that the LDS
church would dictate the outcome” and that one of Brigham Young’s sons,
John W. Young, took bets on the Chicago Board of Trade as to the outcome. Bagley’s source for these two statements is the muckraking reporter
John Beadle (p. 296).¹¹⁹ No serious scholar would accept as “prevailing wisdom” the conclusions of reporters for modern newspapers. Why should we
accept John Beadle for “prevailing wisdom?” Admittedly, John W. Young
may have been a colorful character,¹²⁰ but I wouldn’t rely on Beadle for the
account of bets taken on the Chicago Board of Trade.
Evidence Refuting the Deal, Which Bagley Ignores. In the analysis
above, we have seen that the U.S. district attorney would never have
entered into a deal to thwart justice because he would have known it
would have been unenforceable. We have also seen that Bagley’s evidence of a deal is without foundation.
Looking at the evidence refuting the notion of a deal, we ﬁnd it is
substantial. For years after the start of the Lee trial, until at least as late
as 1884, federal prosecutors and investigators actively sought to bring
other massacre participants to justice. Had the church and federal
prosecutors struck a deal that only Lee would be prosecuted, we should
expect that all parties to the deal would act thereafter in a manner consistent with a deal. None of the parties acted in such a manner.
The Salt Lake Daily Tribune reports the church’s call for continued prosecutions on 23 September 1876.¹²¹ A few days later and after
118. Boreman Journal, in Arrington, “Crusade against Theocracy,” 42.
119. Beadle, Western Wilds, 512.
120. On 6 October 1876, John W. Young (1844–1924) replaced George A. Smith in the
First Presidency upon the latter’s death. The Salt Lake Daily Tribune claimed that John W.
Young was a rake. Brigham Young relied upon his son for his business acumen in railroading and mining. Dean C. Jessee, ed., Letters of Brigham Young to His Sons (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1974), 91–93.
121. Deseret News editorial, as reviewed in “The Work Done at Last,” Salt Lake Daily
Tribune, 23 September 1857, p. 1, col. 2.
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Lee’s conviction, the Tribune on 27 September 1876 published a summary of its grounds for believing that Howard had cut a deal with the
church.¹²² One day after the Tribune’s accusation, and most likely in
response to the Tribune’s charges, Howard described to the U.S. attorney general meetings with the church in which he lobbied for assistance in locating witnesses. “That aid was given.” Howard also told
the church authorities that he had no present evidence against them.
Howard also complained of political intrigue from former prosecutors to malign his successful eﬀorts.¹²³
122. “A Word in Defense,” Salt Lake Daily Tribune, 27 September 1876, p. 2, col. 1.
123. “Hon Alphonso Taft, Attorney General[;] Washington City D.C.[;] Sir[:] The trial of
John D. Lee indicted for murder committed at the Mountain Meadows in September 1857,
has just been held at this place and the result is a verdict of ‘guilty of murder in the ﬁrst degree.’
The result seems to be displeasing to certain factionists here who have heretofore conducted
this case and those connected with the ‘Mountain Meadow Massacre’ with reference more to
outside matters than to the cause at bar. It has been [their] public boast that the former trial
of John D. Lee in July 1875 was not for the purpose of convicting the prisoner, but to ﬁx the
[crime] of the Mountain Meadow butchery upon the Mormon Church. The result was the call
for a large amount of public money, and no result except the advancement of certain schemes
and aspirations of local politicians whose attitude is that of uniform condemnation of the administration and its appointees. In the trial just concluded, the case of John D. Lee, and that
alone was tried. It became apparent early in the investigation, that there is no evidence whatsoever to connect the chief authorities of the Mormon Church with the Massacre, on the contrary those authorities produced documents and other evidence showing clearly that not only
was that great crime solely an individual oﬀense on the part of those who committed it, but
that the orders, letters[,] proclamations etc. which issued from the central Mormon authority
which was also at that time the Territorial authority were directly and positively contrary to
all shedding of blood, not only of emigrants passing through the Territory, but also forbade
the killing of the Soldiers of Johnsons [sic] Army which was marching on Utah. Being satisﬁed of this the prosecution laid the case before the Mormon leaders and ask[ed] their aid in
unraveling the mystery of this foul crime. That aid was given and the horrid testimony is public from the mouths of eye witnesses, convicting the prisoner without the shadow of a doubt.
Those whose thunder is stolen by this conviction and the ﬁxing of the crime where the evidence places it, and who failure in the same prosecution before, are exceeding angry, and are
making to the public such misrepresentations as their Malice suggests and are said to be also
forwarding certain of their statements to Washington. It seems marvelous that any set of men
should reject the conviction of the chief butcher of Mountain Meadows, but disappointment
and envy, together with the loss of political capital, will drive men into strange positions. The
outline of the case is reported to you herein with the assurance that nothing has been done in
the management of the prosecution of which any oﬃcer of the government high or low, need
be ashamed. William Nelson, U.S. Marshal[;] Sumner Howard, U.S. District Attorney. William

Beaver City, Utah
Oct. 24, 1876
The forwarding of this letter of Wm Howard to Atty
Genl Taft has been by me unavoidably detained.
It should have gone forward some days since.
The parties refer[r]ed to therein have been ﬂeeing
from justice over two years. Several unsuccessful
eﬀorts have been made for their arrest. I am gratiﬁed
that Wm Howard intends to leave no eﬀorts untried
to secure their capture and I hope that he will be
seconded in his eﬀorts by the Department of Justice;
and I think that these men can with proper diligence,
through the aid of a detective, be arrested and
brought to justice.
Jacob S. Boreman
Associate Justice Supreme Court
of Utah
Judge Jacob S. Boreman to U.S. Attorney General Taft, 24 October 1876.
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On 4 and 5 October 1876, U.S. District Attorney Howard wrote to
U.S. Attorney General Alphonso Taft and explained his plans to arrest
Haight, Higbee, and Stewart.¹²⁴ Judge Boreman endorsed the 5 October letter with a note of his own (reproduced on p. 241) to Taft.¹²⁵
The letter from Boreman to the U.S. attorney general shows several things that are fundamentally inconsistent with Bagley’s theories
about the deal. On the one hand, Bagley tells us that Boreman and
Howard were troubled with the deal Howard had to make to thwart
justice for other perpetrators (p. 301). On the other hand, the ofﬁcial correspondence shows that Boreman endorsed Howard’s plan
for further pursuit and arrest. Boreman agreed with Howard’s progress. Under Bagley’s view of the facts, Boreman should have called for
Howard’s ouster. It seems Bagley has this completely wrong.
The evidence from oﬃcial sources mounts against Bagley’s and
Brooks’s theory of a deal. Taft authorized additional personnel to
support Howard’s and Boreman’s request.¹²⁶ U.S. Marshal William
Nelson told Alphonso Taft on 19 December 1876 of the discovery of
physical evidence in California, asking the Justice Department help
to retrieve it.¹²⁷ On 12 February 1877, Howard told Taft that Howard
Nelson and Sumner Howard to Alphonso Taft, 28 September 1876, General Records of the
Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters,” RG 60, box
1015, National Archives.
124. Sumner Howard to Alphonso Taft, 5 October 1876, General Records of the
Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters,” in Source
Chronological Files 1871–74, RG 60, box 1015, National Archives; Sumner Howard to
Alphonso Taft, 4 October 1876, General Records of the Department of Justice, Letters
Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters,” in Source Chronological Files 1871–74,
RG 60, box 1015, National Archives.
125. Jacob S. Boreman to U.S. Attorney General Taft, 24 October 1876, General
Records of the Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre
Letters,” in Source Chronological Files 1871–74, RG 60, box 1015, National Archives.
126. Alphonso Taft to Sumner Howard, 8 November 1876, Records of the Department
of Justice, RG 60, M 701, reel 7, Instruction Book G, National Archives. “Complying with
your request, which is seconded by the recommendations of Judge Boreman I have this
day commissioned John S. Sargent as Special Agent of this Department to perform the
services as set forth in your letter.” Ibid.
127. William Nelson to Alphonso Taft, 19 December 1876, Microfilm NND 170
(3015), consisting of documents obtained from RG 60, 123, 205 and 267, order NND 69–
170 A, National Archives.
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had located a possible eyewitness to the massacre, a Fancher child,
now an adult languishing in the penitentiary for robbery. Howard
asked Taft for help from the Justice Department to corroborate the
witness’s identity. The secretary of war responded with the information requested.¹²⁸
On 23 February 1877, Boreman communicated to Howard a desire to spend more money on the marshal’s eﬀorts to intercept the
other perpetrators before they ﬂed to New Mexico.¹²⁹ Howard and
Nelson wrote to Taft on 3 March to urge that “the importance of
availing ourselves of every reasonable means to bring others equally
guilty to trial—is apparent. The trial of Lee has resulted in developments that give us a reasonable hope that the others—if arrested can
be convicted.”¹³⁰
Taft’s successor, Attorney General Charles Devens, responded to the
correspondence of the third and questioned whether a ﬁve-hundreddollar reward requested for the arrest of Haight, Higbee, and Stewart
would be wasted.¹³¹ Lee was executed four days later on 23 March 1877.
Three days after the execution, Howard recommended to
Devens that undercover oﬃcers be used to eﬀect the remaining arrests.¹³² On 2 May 1877, after learning that George C. Bates, Lee’s
128. Sumner Howard to Alphonso Taft, 26 February 1877, Records Relating to the
Mountain Meadows Massacre of September 13, 1857, Records of the Adjutant General’s
Office, RG 94, Record and Pension Office file 751395; [Secretary of War] George W.
McCrary to Attorney General [Alphonso Taft], 23 February 1877, Records Relating to the
Mountain Meadows Massacre of September 13, 1857, Records of the Adjutant General’s
Oﬃce, RG 94, Record and Pension Oﬃce ﬁle 751395.
129. Jacob Boreman to Sumner Howard, 23 February 1877, Records of the Department
of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters,” RG 60, box 1019,
National Archives.
130. Sumner Howard and William Nelson to Alphonso Taft, 3 March 1877, Records of
the Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters,” RG
60, box 1019, National Archives.
131. Charles Devens to Sumner Howard, 16 March 1877, Records of the Department
of Justice, RG 60, M 701, reel 7, Instruction Book G, National Archives.
132. Sumner Howard to Charles Devens, 16 April 1877, Records of the Department of
Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG 60, box 1019,
National Archives.
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former attorney, wished a special appointment to attempt the apprehension of Haight, Higbee, and Stewart, Howard complained to
Devens that Bates’s proposal was “another of Brigham Young’s . . .
games to thwart the oﬃcers” in their arrests.¹³³ Why would Howard
have condemned the “games” of Brigham Young to thwart further
arrests if Howard had agreed, as Bagley and Brooks say, to forgo all
arrests?
On 20 October 1877, over one year after the deal Bagley claims
the government made to thwart justice, Howard’s assistant and
Boreman petitioned the president of the United States for additional
appropriations for a special agent.¹³⁴ Howard wrote Devens, disagreeing with his assistant, asking that the money instead be spent on
undercover agents who could approach the fugitives by stealth.¹³⁵
After Howard resigned in February 1878 to pursue a respected
career in law and politics in Michigan, federal eﬀorts to arrest Haight,
Higbee, and Stewart continued. Boreman wrote to Devens on 1 January
133. Sumner Howard to Charles Devens, 2 May 1877, Records of the Department of
Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG 60, box 1019,
National Archives. Bates’s proposal was not a game, but a highly unethical proposal to turn
on his former clients Haight, Higbee, and Stewart. He apparently sought to retaliate against
the men and the church for an unspeciﬁed oﬀense, but it appears to relate to a falling out
with his partner, Jabez Sutherland. Bates told Judge Boreman: “All those other men now
under indictment are as guilty as old John D. Lee himself, and they can be, and ought to
be captured, brought into Court, tried, convicted and sentenced to death, and I possess the
power to aid in the accomplishment of that event. They have sold me out, turned their back
upon me, and put thier [sic] case into the hands of Sutherland, who intrigues with others
to let them escape.” George C. Bates to Jacob S. Boreman, 9 March 1877, Records of the
Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG
60, box 1019, National Archives. Judge Boreman saw Bates for what he was. “He cannot
be trusted with the arrest of any one. He is totally unreliable.” Jacob S. Boreman to Charles
Devens, 25 April 1877, Records of the Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain
Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG 60, box 1019, National Archives.
134. Presley Denny, C. M. Hawley, and Charles M. Howard (with endorsement
by Jacob S. Boreman) to the President of the United States, 20 October 1877 (date received by Department of Justice), Records of the Department of Justice, Letters Received,
“Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG 60, box 1019, National Archives.
135. Sumner Howard to Charles Devens, 8 November 1877, Records of the
Department of Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG
60, box 1019, National Archives.
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1879 with a request for additional appropriations. “The arrest of these
men has been delayed so long that the people are not anticipating any
eﬀort in that way. This then would be a suitable time to make the arrests.” Eleven months later, Devens approved the request.¹³⁶ In 1884, or
almost seven years after Bagley claims a deal was made to frustrate further prosecutions, an acting attorney general conﬁrmed Utah inquiries
from the U.S. marshal that reward money was still oﬀered for the arrests of Haight, Higbee, and Stewart.¹³⁷
Thus all of this post–Lee-conviction activity by the prosecutor’s ofﬁce and the judiciary would have made no sense whatsoever if all agreed
and understood there was a deal to thwart justice. What is the answer
from Young critics and Lee advocates on this point? Was it all a subterfuge involving two federal prosecutors, a federal judge, several U.S. marshals, a secretary of war, and at least three U.S. attorneys general?
When Bagley gets to this postconviction oﬃcial action, his analysis is stunted, missing nearly all the correspondence mentioned above.
He relies solely on a doctoral dissertation by Rev. Robert Joseph Dwyer
later published as The Gentile Comes to Utah: A Study in Religious and
Social Conﬂict (1862–1890).¹³⁸ This is a weak work, at least when it discusses post-Lee oﬃcial action, because Dwyer lacked many of the ofﬁcial sources I have cited above. Nonetheless, with the limited sources
Dwyer possessed, he does not conclude that a deal had been struck between prosecutors and the church.
136. Sumner Howard to Charles Devens, Records of the Department of Justice, Letters
Received, 2 January 1878, “January 1878 to February 1878,” RG 60, box 1020, National
Archives; Jacob Boreman to Charles Devens, 7 January 1879, Papers of Jacob Smith Boreman,
1857–1912, Huntington Library; Charles Devens to Jacob S. Boreman, 15 December 1879,
Papers of Jacob Smith Boreman, 1857–1912, Huntington Library.
137. E. A. Ireland to [Attorney General] B. H. Brewster, 18 January 1884, Microﬁlm
NND 170 (3015), consisting of documents obtained from RG 60, 123, 205, and 267, order NND 69–170 A, National Archives; [Acting Attorney General] S. J. Phillips to E. A.
Ireland, 25 January 1884, Microﬁlm NND 170 (3015), consisting of documents obtained
from RG 60, 123, 205 and 267, order NND 69–170 A, National Archives.
138. Robert J. Dwyer, The Gentile Comes to Utah: A Study in Religious and Social
Conﬂict (1862–1890), rev. 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Publishers, 1971).
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What annoyed me most about Bagley’s use of Dwyer’s work is
that Bagley chose to cut and paste Dwyer’s own words into Blood of
the Prophets although Dwyer does not reach the same conclusions
Bagley does. The dissonance in some of Dwyer’s fuzzy logic becomes
incomprehensible when Bagley repeats almost verbatim the Dwyer
logic as original thought.¹³⁹
The Jailers and the Gilman Aﬃdavit
When Bagley does get speciﬁc with Dwyer’s work, he focuses on a
dispute between a claimed jailer, assistant U.S. Marshal Edwin Gilman,
and U.S. District Attorney Sumner Howard (p. 308). Relying solely on
Dwyer’s secondary work, Bagley tells us that Gilman’s aﬃdavit reported
that Howard at the trial intentionally suppressed Lee testimony that
would have implicated Brigham Young. Bagley, however, does not refer
to Gilman’s aﬃdavit because Dwyer lacks one and, hence, Bagley does
not have it. After telling us about Gilman, Bagley reiterates the suggestion that “the Mormons had corrupted Howard” (p. 309).
It is curious that when Bagley discusses the Gilman affidavit he
relies on a secondary source that never had the aﬃdavit. The aﬃdavit
in full, and Sumner Howard’s response to the aﬃdavit, were published
in the New York Herald (James G. Bennett’s paper) on 12 April 1877.
The day before, the Salt Lake Daily Tribune had published Howard’s response on 11 April.¹⁴⁰
139. Dwyer wrote that “he [Howard] indicated that these involved the risk of incurring
the enmity of the Gentile faction in order to lull the suspicions of the Mormons.” Dwyer,
The Gentile Comes to Utah, 104, emphasis added. Bagley wrote that “he [Howard] claimed
he had provoked Utah’s non-Mormons to lull the suspicions of the Mormons” (p. 308, emphasis added). Neither Dwyer nor Bagley made a lot of sense.
140. “Lee’s Confession. A Guard’s Charges against District Attorney Howard. The Culprit
Deceived. Promised a Full Pardon for a Full Revelation. Was Brigham Blackmailed? Lee
Shot, His Document Garbled; But No Further Arrests,” New York Herald, 12 April 1877,
p. 7. The Gilman charges were also discussed the day before in “Lee Confession. Evidence
Accumulating That It Was Garbled by Law Officers in the Interest of Brigham Young.
Speculating Officials: The Gilman Affidavit and Lee’s Hopes for a Reprieve,” New York
Herald, 11 April 1877, p. 7; “The Attorney General Says There Is No Gilman Statement on
File. Judge Boreman Reappointed to His Old Position. The Attorney General and Lee,” Salt
Lake Daily Tribune, 12 April 1877, in Fielding, Tribune Reports, 290–91.
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In his aﬃdavit, Gilman declared that he was a jailer in Beaver. At
Howard’s request, Lee prepared a confession, and “as read to and by
me, charged Brigham Young with direct complicity in the Mountain
Meadows Massacre, as an accessory before the fact, that Brigham
Young had written letters to Dame and Haight, at Parowan directing
them to see that the emigrants were all put to death.”¹⁴¹
Bagley, however, does not tell us about Howard’s rebuttal to
Gilman’s charge. Howard’s rebuttal seems irrefutable, and indeed, I
am unaware that Gilman ever attempted a refutation of the rebuttal.
Howard says that no Gilman affidavit was ever found at the Justice
Department (the New York Herald reported it had been ﬁled) and that
Gilman disappeared so nobody could interview him. Howard said that
Gilman was never a jailer at Beaver. Howard said that Gilman never
had an opportunity to speak to Lee and thus Gilman would never have
been in a position to hear any purported confession. Howard reported
that “Gilman is a notorious liar; has been impeached here in Court,
and there are not ten men in the Territory acquainted with him who
would take his oath or word.” Further, the “confession of Lee has not
been sold, altered, suppressed or in any other manner put to an improper use.”¹⁴² Because the Gilman aﬀair is Bagley’s chief source for a
“deal,” I ﬁnd it remarkable that he does not even possess a copy of the
Gilman aﬃdavit.
A more accurate account of the relationship between Howard and
the jailers can be seen from an earlier 21 March 1877 article in the New
York Herald that reported that the jailers were upset that Lee refused
to implicate his accomplices. Howard had given up trying to get information “as was expected and as he indirectly promised.”¹⁴³ Nowhere is
there any shred of evidence that Lee told Howard something that was
141. “Lee’s Confession,” New York Herald, 12 April 1877, p. 7.
142. “Attorney General Says There Is No Gilman Statement on File,” 290–91.
143. “John D. Lee: Preparations for His Execution at Beaver City, Utah; Arrival of the
Regular Troops; The Condemned Man Secluded by His Jailors; He Denounces Brigham
Young; Lee’s Wife and Sons Looking for Indian Aid; A Change in the Church; Brigham
Young, Jr. Thinks Lee Will Not Be Executed; Review of the Crime and the Trials,” New
York Herald, 21 March 1877, p. 7.
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not published in these newspapers. Nowhere is Gilman mentioned
in the earlier article. Nowhere do we read any corroboration of the
statements contained in the supposed Gilman aﬃdavit. Justice of the
peace and jailer Benjamin Spear had claimed one month earlier that
Judge Boreman and other fellow oﬃcers were either timid or bribed
by “Brigham Young’s blood stained coin.” Spear claimed obliquely that
John D. Lee had more to say and had so told Spear at one time, but
Spear wouldn’t get speciﬁc about his charges. Spear also complained
that John D. Lee was permitted to cohabit with his wives.¹⁴⁴
U.S. Attorney General Devens asked Howard to come to Washington
to explain the jailers’ charges, speciﬁcally focusing only on a charge that
the jailers were selling a confession for proﬁt. Nowhere in Devens’s letter
does Devens give any credence to Gilman’s or Spears’s vague claims that
Howard suppressed evidence that implicated Brigham Young. Devens
would have mentioned such an incendiary charge had there been any
credibility to it.¹⁴⁵ On 16 April 1877, Howard told Devens that “I will
state here that the allegations of Gilman are cruel wicked and infamous—
without the least grain of truth.”¹⁴⁶ Bagley tells us that Howard went to
Washington to respond to the charges against him, but the oﬃcial correspondence shows that Devens accepted Howard’s explanation and reversed his request to see Howard.¹⁴⁷
To summarize, the oﬃcial correspondence shows years of prosecutorial eﬀort to apprehend massacre perpetrators. This eﬀort overwhelms the meager and faulty story Bagley puts together from the
144. Benjamin A. Spear to Charles Devens, 2 March 1877, Records of the Department of
Justice, Letters Received, “Mar. 1877 to April 1877,” RG 60, box 1019, National Archives. See
Whitney’s brief treatment of the Gilman aﬀair at Whitney, History of Utah, 2:824.
145. Charles Devens to Sumner Howard, 11 April 1877, Records of the Department of
Justice, RG 60, M 701, reel 7, Instruction Book G, National Archives.
146. Sumner Howard to Charles Devens, 16 April 1877, Records of the Department of
Justice, Letters Received, “Mountain Meadows Massacre Letters 1877,” RG 60, box 1019,
National Archives.
147. “Your letter of the 16th received. Upon reading it I think your presence here not
necessary and revoke previous telegram of that day. If upon receiving your report I should
think otherwise, will telegraph to you.” Charles Devens to Sumner Howard, 23 April 1877,
Microﬁlm NND 170 (3015), consisting of documents obtained from RG 60, 123, 205 and
267, order NND 69–170 A, National Archives.
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Gilman aﬀair. To rely upon secondary material for the “deal” theory,
particularly where primary material was published in the national
press, is not good scholarship. Bagley’s lack of knowledge of the ofﬁcial correspondence discussing prosecutorial eﬀort is a signiﬁcant
impediment to his credibility.
What really happened between Howard and the Church? Let me
suggest a plausible explanation for the facts that have led laypersons in
the past to think there was a deal to make Lee a scapegoat. After the
ﬁrst trial failed and Sumner Howard replaced the prior prosecutors,
the Salt Lake Daily Tribune peppered its editorial column with charges
of prosecutorial bungling. The paper charged the prosecutors with
grandstanding against church authorities and failing to adduce speciﬁc evidence against Lee. U.S. District Attorney Howard, not willing
to repeat the mistakes of his predecessors, decided he needed a diﬀerent strategy and slate of witnesses. However, many of the desired witnesses could not be found. Howard met with church oﬃcials to lobby
their support to encourage witnesses to come forward. Howard assured church authorities that he sought only justice and that he had no
evidence against Brigham Young or George A. Smith. Nor did Howard
give up on Brigham Young; both Orson F. Whitney and the New York
Herald reported that Howard oﬀered Lee a full pardon in exchange for
evidence against Brigham Young.¹⁴⁸ Church authorities probably got
the word out to witnesses to encourage them to cooperate.
Few of the witnesses in the first trial testified in the second.
Howard did not call Klingensmith, who had turned state’s evidence in
the previous trial. This indicates to me that Howard did not want to repeat the errors of his predecessors. Howard probably asked the church
to have a nominal presence at the trial. Daniel Wells agreed to testify,
and he did so. Ostensibly, Wells’s testimony was necessary to show that
Lee was not a high church authority. The night before his testimony,
Wells preached a ﬁery sermon in Parowan demanding justice, but not
necessarily against Lee. (I have not seen the text of that sermon.) The
Deseret News also published editorials demanding justice. The jurors
148. Whitney, History of Utah, 2:824; “Lee’s Confession,” 7.
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deliberated. According to the Corry aﬃdavit, the decision was not an
easy one to make. No external force inﬂuenced the jurors, other than
the social diﬃculty of convicting one’s own. But, in the end, Lee was
convicted. Investigations continued against other perpetrators, but they
secreted themselves eﬀectively in the wilds of the desert. No doubt the
other perpetrators had plenty of Mormon friends and family willing to
assist with their evasion.
The continued theory of a deal to oﬀer Lee as a scapegoat lacks
competent, much less compelling, evidence. Speculation is a game
played by Bagley and Brooks, but there ought to be more than that.
General Concerns about the Quality of the Evidence
I conclude with some general concerns of Blood of the Prophets’s
use of the evidence.
Rumors should not trusted. Some of the rumors Blood of the
Prophets repeats are despicable. One good example of the book’s misuse of rumor is its analysis of Jacob Hamblin’s testimony from the second trial. Blood of the Prophets theorizes that Jacob Hamblin’s sixteenyear-old adopted Indian son, Albert, participated in massacre atrocities
by raping two young women and that Jacob later suggested that Lee
committed the rapes (pp. 304–5). The explanation we are offered is
complicated and illogical. Blood of the Prophets says that Hamblin, who
was not at the massacre, transferred responsibility for the atrocity from
Albert, who claimed to be an observer of the massacre while herding
Jacob’s sheep,¹⁴⁹ to Lee himself to “settl[e] old scores” with Lee (p. 305).
In other words, Blood of the Prophets suggests that Hamblin raped two
young victims, and to make things right somehow, or to make somebody pay for the crime, Jacob Hamblin pinned the crime on Lee.
This rape story is fantasy. The massacre is a sad story, but to heap
upon it this salacious story is tabloid sensationalism. Beadle’s book
and the Salt Lake Daily Tribune are responsible for this rumor.¹⁵⁰
149. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 107–8.
150. “The manner in which Hamlin [sic] recited Lee’s account convinced some who
heard it that another crime was committed before the girls were killed.” Beadle, Western
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Blood of the Prophets should have relied on the transcript of the trial
because there is nothing in the transcript to suggest this story.¹⁵¹
Brooks, who relies upon the transcript, criticized these stories of
rape as “impossible tales” that are “passed on as fact.”¹⁵² Blood of
the Prophets, with no evidence at all, says these tales “cannot be discounted entirely” (p. 151).
Anonymous sources are usually worthless. I have mentioned my
objections to Argus. Blood of the Prophets also spends several pages
with the “Discursive Remarks,” an anonymous manuscript held by
the Utah State Historical Society (p. 220). Bagley attributes the work
to John D. Lee, as if another Lee account can be trusted.
Vignettes should be presented with balance, regardless of which
point of view they support. Bagley reports the account of William
Hawley’s objections to the massacre and how he was chained to
a wagon wheel when he voiced his objections to the massacre plan
(pp. 119–20, 143). It might have helped our understanding of this
story had Bagley not relegated to a footnote (p. 407) the explanation
that Hawley was one of the massacre perpetrators and that his story
Wilds, 516. “The reluctance with which this evidence was drawn out showed there was
something more shocking yet untold.” “Harrowing Details of the Bloody Massacre,” Salt
Lake Daily Tribune, 17 September 1876, in Fielding, Tribune Reports, 220.
151. “A. There was two young ladies brought out. Q. By whom? A. By an Indian chief
at Cedar City, and we asked him what he should do with them, and the Indian killed one
and he killed the other. Q. Tell the story as [Lee] told you? A. That is about it. Q. Where
were those young women brought from, did he say? A. From a thicket of oak brosh [sic],
where they were concealed. It was an Indian chief of Cedar City brought them out. Q. Tell
just what he said about that? A. The Indian shot one and he cut the others throat, is what
he said. Q. Who cut the others throat? A. Mr. Lee. . . . Q. Go over it again; tell us all the
details of the killing. A. Well, he said they were killed—all he supposed. That the Chief
of Cedar City brought out two young ladies. Q. What did he say the chief said to him?
Asked what he should do with them. Q. What else did the chief say? A. The chief said they
didn’t ought to be killed. Q. Why did the chief say to Lee that they should not be killed?
A. Well, he said they was pretty had he wanted to save them. Q. What did Lee tell you that
he replied to the chief? A. According to the orders that he had they was too big and too
old to let live. . . . A. I told you that he said it was a Cedar City Chief that killed one. Q.
Who killed the other. A. He done it, he said. Q. How? A. He threw her down and cut her
throat.” Trial Transcript (1876), 94–96.
152. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 105–6.
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was written from the headquarters of a schismatic organization opposed to polygamy and Brigham Young.¹⁵³
Bagley tells us how Brigham Young needled General Johnston on
the high plains with a gift of salt leading Johnston to reject it with
outrage when Johnston believed that Brigham Young had implied the
salt was poisoned (by saying that it was not) (p. 196). It would have
been nice had Bagley told us Johnston’s troops covertly accepted the
gift nonetheless.¹⁵⁴
Bagley’s analysis of the provocation evidence displays the kind of
healthy cynicism he should have applied to the rest of his book, but
Bagley is cynical where the evidence abounds. He discounts stories of
provocation by the Fancher train as having been fabricated long after
the fact. We are told that “no two witnesses told the same story” and
that the stories were “usually based on hearsay, multiplied over the
years.” There is “no evidence to determine whether they had a basis in
fact or were popular myths created to justify murder.” They appeared
“years after the events supposedly occurred.” Some of the stories “originated with murderers such as Lee and Higbee” (p. 117). Bagley should
have applied this same analysis to the frightfully slim and speculative
evidence (dreams, anonymous sources, family traditions, folklore)
upon which he relies to indict Brigham Young and George A. Smith.
On the issue of provocation, Bagley tends to agree with Argus’s
claim that the Fancher train was “one of the . . . most respectable and
peaceful that ever crossed the continent.” Press accounts in California
days after the massacre, however, reported fairly detailed Mormon
claims of provocation by the Fancher party,¹⁵⁵ so it is impossible to
say that these accounts were made up long after the fact. In contrast,
Brooks gives the provocation accounts some credit, noting that they
“come to us from many sources.”¹⁵⁶
153. Bishop, Mormonism Unveiled, 379.
154. Furniss, Mormon Conﬂict, 151.
155. “Our Los Angeles Correspondence: Massacre of Emigrants—Execution of
Johnson—Another Murder—State of the Weather—Rain—Snow—Grapes,” Daily Alta
Californian, 12 October 1857, p. 1, col. 2; “Our Los Angeles Correspondence,” Daily Alta
Californian, 27 October 1857; p. 1, col. 2; Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 46, 48–49.
156. Brooks, Mountain Meadows Massacre, 46.
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Breadth of knowledge in the political and social sciences is important
for this subject matter. I have mentioned a lack of breadth in the political and social sciences in that Bagley does not handle well the external
forces brought to bear on the “Mormon question.” In another example
of weakness of breadth, or at least in a deep bow to political correctness, Blood of the Prophets publishes, on an unnumbered page (photos following p. 224), a photograph of three richly adorned Southern
Paiutes, with a caption that says: “This image from the William R.
Palmer Collection identiﬁes these Southern Paiutes as Y-buts, Williams
Brother, and Joe. Such photographs reveal that the Paiutes were not the
degraded subhumans often described in overland trail accounts.” The
caption implies that early accounts of the primitive Southern Paiutes
were bigoted. The photograph was probably staged. Although I have
not been able to identify the photographer (and neither has Bagley), it
appears to be an 1870s photograph by Jack Hillers, one of the West’s famous photographers who made a name for himself on the second John
Wesley Powell expedition. Photographers of the day, and especially
Hillers, would dress destitute desert Indians with Plains Indian clothing.¹⁵⁷ Contrary to the cotton, leather, and deerskin or buﬀalo skin in
the photograph, many accounts indicated that the Southern Paiutes
were desperately poor, wearing only breechcloths in the summer and
adding some rabbit skins for the winter.¹⁵⁸ Powell reported that the
Southern Paiutes were the most primitive Indians he had ever seen.¹⁵⁹
157. “Anthropologists have pointed out that some of Hillers’s pictures were stage-managed
. . . for white consumption. [He] guss[ied] up the poor, drab Paiutes in Plains Indian glamour.” Donald Worster, A River Running West: The Life of John Wesley Powell (Oxford: Oxford
University Press, 2001), 286–87. See also Bagley’s own newspaper, Brandon Griggs, “Staged
19th Century Photos of Indians Controversial, Compelling,” Salt Lake Tribune, 20 January
2002, sec. D.
158. “The bands of Pah-Utes, in the southern portion of the Territory are extremely
destitute. . . . This is especially the case with those bands south of Cedar city.” Jacob
Forney to A. B. Greenwood, 29 September 1859, 36th Cong., 1st sess., S. Exec. Doc. 2,
serial 1023, p. 734. Other than the Snakes, “many of the men, women, and children are
entirely naked.” Ibid., 733. There is, however, a photograph of Ute Chief Kanosh and some
of his elders dressed in the white man’s garb in the Church Archives and republished in
Cooley, Diary of Brigham Young, 70.
159. J. W. Powell, “An Overland Trip to the Grand Canyon,” Scribner’s Monthly 10
(October 1875): 675.
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Conclusion
The story of the Mountain Meadows Massacre in Blood of the
Prophets fascinates us in a somewhat prurient sense. We read of sensational marital practices of the Mormons, repulsive violence in the
name of religion, and futile resistance to the armed might of a nascent antebellum nation. Bagley describes the tyranny of a domineering leader in an oppressive ecclesiastical society. A group of innocent
men, women, and children is caught in the convergence of forces
between the good of American Christian principles and the evil of
Mormonism.
The story of the massacre cannot be told as Bagley wishes to tell
it. If Bagley wants to implicate Brigham Young, George A. Smith, and
the nineteenth-century Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
itself, we should expect him to weigh and sift what will probably be
voluminous evidence of dubious quality oﬀered against an unpopular
religion. Bagley accepts this dubious evidence as well as raw speculation. He rejects or misses competent evidence. I challenge the right of
any historian to toss competent evidence on the ash heap in favor of
salacious rumor.
But salacious rumor is what we are often served up by Blood of
the Prophets in an agenda-driven account of history. We should approach the work with a healthy dose of cynicism. I, for one, am convinced even more after reading Blood of the Prophets that there is
no competent evidence to show that Brigham Young and George A.
Smith were accessories before or after the fact.

Statement regarding Grant Palmer’s
Book An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins
January 2004
Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History

I

n the preface to his book, An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins,
Grant Palmer speaks approvingly of historical work done by the
faculty of the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint
History (pp. vii–viii). To some readers, this has suggested that Smith
Institute faculty are among Palmer’s category of “historians and religion teachers like myself ” who share his views of Latter-day Saint
origins (p. x). In subsequent remarks to audiences Palmer has encouraged this view.
Smith Institute scholars are unified in rejecting Palmer’s argument that Mormon foundational stories are largely inaccurate myths
and ﬁctional accounts.
Palmer writes of a “near-consensus on many of the details” (p. ix)
regarding early Church origins, as if most scholars see them in much
the same way that he does. We and many other historians take issue
with a substantial portion of Palmer’s treatment of such details. We
encourage and participate in rigorous scholarly investigation and discussion of the historical record, and from our perspective acceptance
of Joseph Smith’s foundational religious claims remains compatible
with such investigation. Our publications, past and present, which are
readily available to the public, speak for themselves on these matters.

The Charge of a Man with a Broken Lance
(But Look What He Doesn’t Tell Us)
Davis Bitton

G

rant H. Palmer thinks the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints has been dishonest by holding back information that controverts the traditional account of its origins. But he doesn’t mind
holding back quite a bit himself.
The present book is not just a view of Mormon origins but “an insider’s view” of those origins. We are supposed to be really impressed.
An “insider” must certainly know the facts. An “insider” surely
wouldn’t be so ill-bred as to write against his own religion. So thinks
the general reader who comes across the advertising or examines the
cover and opening pages of Palmer’s book.
Am I in a position to give an “insider” perspective on America just
because I live in America and am an American citizen? I shop at a certain store. Does that entitle me to claim “insider” status if I choose to
write about that store? Perhaps if our author had been a secretary to the
First Presidency, he could then write an insider’s exposé of those things
to which he was privy. Perhaps if he had served as church historian and
thus had access to the full range of archival materials, he could claim to
Review of Grant H. Palmer. An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.
Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. xiii + 281 pp., with selected
bibliography and index. $24.95.
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draw back the curtain. We see how inaccurate, how deliberately misleading, this word insider is in describing Palmer’s point of view.
Palmer boasts of being an instructor in his high priests group.
Those least familiar with the church, with the fact that almost all active male members beyond a certain age are high priests, and with
the way in which most high priests groups pass teaching responsibility from one class member to another are most likely to be impressed.
Palmer will not tell them otherwise.
He also boasts that he was employed by the Church Educational
System (CES). He was not just a teacher, he wants us to know, but a
director of institutes of religion. His ﬁnal position was at the Salt Lake
County jail. He says he volunteered to work at the jail, conjuring up
an image of selﬂess community service. But if this stint was “toward
the end of [his] career,” before his retirement, then one presumes he
was assigned there and was paid. In that location he “looked forward
to focusing on basic Bible teachings and doing some counseling”
(p. x). Whether he counseled prisoners by using the ideas in the present book, he doesn’t say. He does say that he hoped to resolve some
of his own questions in this jail atmosphere, where he “could freely
contemplate them” (p. x).
Since he brings it up, can we go over that one more time? Palmer
was employed by CES. He was paid from tithing funds. He knew going
in what he was supposed to teach and accomplish. No one forced him
kicking and screaming to teach the church’s young people. If someone
agrees to do something, shouldn’t he do it? If someone can no longer
honestly do what he has obligated himself to do, shouldn’t he, in the
name of decency, simply resign and seek other employment?
Palmer perhaps tells us more than he intends about his loyalty to
his employer. He “wrestled with” these matters “for years” and began
to “see a number of things diﬀerently” (p. x). Precisely how long these
doubts and questions had plagued him he does not tell us, but he
leaves the impression that for a period of many years he was a closet
doubter pretending to teach the faith. Did he ever teach courses on
the Book of Mormon during those years? Did his students learn to
love its pages? Did his instruction strengthen their testimonies? Or
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did he deliver sarcastic asides that betrayed his own attitude? Did he
meet with individual students and let them know, in his version, the
rest of the story? He doesn’t tell us.
“Now that I am retired,” he says, “I ﬁnd myself compelled to discuss in public what I pondered mostly in private at that time” (p. x).
“Compelled”? How so? These issues that he feels free to speak out
about now, wearing the toga of a retired CES institute director, he
“pondered mostly in private at that time.” What does “mostly” mean?
Was he working behind the scenes, talking to students or other individuals, giving talks, circulating essays against the church? He doesn’t
tell us.
By raising questions about Grant Palmer, am I guilty of an ad hominem attack? No. You see, Palmer is the one who brings all of this
up at the front of his book. Since he is the one who claims to be an
insider, it is perfectly fair, in responding to what he has written, to
inquire what kind of insider he was or is.
For some reason, I am not inspired by this knight in shining armor. He may appear mild mannered, but he is not doing the Lord’s
work. He has lived a life of deceit for many years. His lance is broken.
Palmer lacks the scholarly credibility that derives from publishing in refereed journals. Unlike some other CES teachers and historians, Palmer has produced little or no original research. He has
not, to my knowledge, presented his own ﬁndings on any speciﬁc
topic at conventions of historians, and I do not find his name in
lists of scholarly publications.
Palmer uses another device to enhance his credibility. He presents
himself as speaking for a group of historians. Who are these people?
He wishes to leave the impression of a large group that includes, as he
puts it, “the faculty of the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Church
History at Brigham Young University, BYU history and religion professors and scholars from other disciplines and other church schools,
and seminary and institute faculty,” along with “unaﬃliated scholars”
(pp. vii–viii). Then he adds the members of the Mormon History
Association. He doesn’t tell us how many thousands belong to the association, how many of them are publishing scholars and how many
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amateurs, how many are familiar with his work, and how many
have speciﬁcally read and endorsed it. “We”—be sure to picture our
author surrounded by a large crowd of disinterested pursuers of
knowledge—“now have a body of authentic, reliable documents and
a near-consensus on many of the details” (p. ix).
Palmer thus pretends to be the spokesman for a virtual unanimity of scholarly opinion. Isn’t this more than a little presumptuous?
Except for the team behind the production of this book, whose previous writings proclaim their own resentment of the church, one is
entitled to doubt that many established historians will jump onto the
Palmer bandwagon.¹ He expresses thanks to his “friends and colleagues” who read his drafts and encouraged him (p. xiii). But who
they are, he doesn’t tell us.
Although Grant Palmer earned a master’s degree in history at
Brigham Young University, completing a thesis on the dissident
Godbeites,² one sees little evidence of a thoughtful historian’s mind
in the work here under review. Without challenge, Palmer accepts the
claim of anti-Mormon Reverend Wesley P. Walters that no revivals
occurred in the vicinity of Palmyra in 1820.³ The narrative traditionally accepted by Latter-day Saints, Palmer asserts (again repeating
what others have charged), was concocted by Joseph Smith in 1838.
At that time, under great pressure amid the failure of the Kirtland
bank and the apostasy of some of his associates, Joseph (in Palmer’s
version), wishing to strengthen his position, described the ﬁrst vision in an entirely new way, making himself more important. When
mentioned earlier, visions and appearances of heavenly beings were
viewed as “metaphysical”—meaning, in Palmer’s idiosyncratic usage,
1. See the statement from the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint
History, in this number, page 255.
2. Grant H. Palmer, “The Godbeite Movement: A Dissent against Temporal Control”
(master’s thesis, Brigham Young University, 1968).
3. Wesley P. Walters, “New Light on Mormon Origins from the Palmyra Revival,”
Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 60–81. See the response by Richard L. Bushman entitled “The
First Vision Story Revisited,” Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 82–93; and Walters, “A Reply to Dr.
Bushman,” Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 96–160.
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that they did not happen in the real world but in the imagination.
Now, from 1838 on, Joseph claimed that heavenly beings actually appeared. My summary may sound crude, but this is Palmer’s fundamental conceptualization.
What does Palmer think of Milton Backman’s book-length study
of the ﬁrst vision and its context, now in its second edition?⁴ He lists
the ﬁrst edition of this work (1971) in his bibliography but fails to
come to grips with its content. What does he think of Richard Lloyd
Anderson’s detailed analysis of the ﬁrst vision, its versions, and the
setting of religious excitement extending from 1817 to 1820 and beyond?⁵ What does he think of the report that the Palmyra Methodists
did hold a religious camp meeting in 1820? “In June 1820, the
Palmyra Register reported on a Methodist camp meeting in the vicinity of Palmyra because an Irishman, James Couser, died the day after
attending the gathering at which he became intoxicated.”⁶ Does such
evidence even matter to Palmer? He doesn’t tell us.
The accepted standards of scholarly discourse require that previous work on a subject be mentioned in a bibliography, footnotes or
endnotes, or the text itself. If the bibliography is vast—if I am writing,
for instance, on the decline and fall of the Roman Empire—I may say
something like this: “For a convenient review of scholarship on this
4. See Milton V. Backman Jr., Joseph Smith’s First Vision: Conﬁrming Evidences and
Contemporary Accounts, 2nd ed., rev. and enl. (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1980); see also
Backman, Eyewitness Accounts of the Restoration (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1983); and
Backman, “Veriﬁcation of the 1838 Account of the First Vision,” in Pearl of Great Price:
Revelations from God, ed. H. Donl Peterson and Charles D. Tate Jr. (Provo, Utah: BYU
Religious Studies Center, 1989).
5. Richard L. Anderson, “Joseph Smith’s Testimony of the First Vision,” Ensign, April
1996, 10–21.
6. Milton V. Backman Jr., “Awakenings in the Burned-Over District: New Light
on the Historical Setting of the First Vision,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 309, referring to
“Eﬀects of Drunkenness,” Palmyra Register, 28 June 1820, also quoted in Walter A. Norton,
“Comparative Images: Mormonism and Contemporary Religions as Seen by Village
Newspapermen in Western New York and Northeastern Ohio (1820–1833)” (Ph.D. dissertation, Brigham Young University, 1991), 255. See Richard L. Bushman’s discussion of these
matters in “Just the Facts Please,” Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/2 (1994):
126–27, esp. n. 3.
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subject, see . . .” Even then, as I discuss a speciﬁc topic—for example,
lead in the sewer pipes of ancient Rome as a weakening inﬂuence on
the health of the population—I must not pretend that I ﬁrst thought
it up but should mention previous signiﬁcant works. This standard
of scholarly etiquette is dictated by courtesy, consideration, and basic
honesty. Assured that the author has done his or her homework, the
reader is provided with speciﬁc signposts for further study. Palmer
ﬂatly fails on all these counts. He pretends that other works don’t
exist. He presents information as his own that is straight out of previous anti-Mormon works. He gives no hint of alternative explanations or of the rebuttals already published elsewhere of the interpretation he espouses.
Since he doesn’t bother to do it, may I mention two standard reference works? Studies in Mormon History, 1830–1997: An
Indexed Bibliography was published in 2000.⁷ In 1996 appeared A
Comprehensive Annotated Book of Mormon Bibliography.⁸ In such
bibliographical works and in journal articles and books down to the
present, we discover that for half a century or more a few critics have
been saying many of the same things Palmer presents in his current
book. Some of the charges have become standard tropes in diﬀerent
anti-Mormon ministries. Realizing that many of his readers will not
know their staleness, Palmer mainly gathers together previous accusations and, by publishing them within the covers of a newly minted
book, tries to shock the reader. None of this does he clearly tell us.
We also ﬁnd persuasive rejoinders from Latter-day Saint scholars.
Can Palmer be so obtuse that he ﬁnds all scholarship by loyal Latterday Saints beneath his contempt? Or, by omitting virtually all references to such scholarship, is he callously taking advantage of the fact
that many readers will not know about it and thus will be more easily
swayed by his tract? He doesn’t tell us.
7. James B. Allen, Ronald W. Walker, and David J. Whittaker, comps., Studies in Mormon
History, 1830–1997: An Indexed Bibliography (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 2000).
8. Donald W. Parry, Jeanette W. Miller, and Sandra A. Thorne, comps., A Comprehensive
Annotated Book of Mormon Bibliography (Provo, Utah: Research Press, 1996).
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Not everyone will want to plow through all this material. Just as
many believers in the Bible feel no desire to read tedious scholarly literature from the ever-ﬂowing river of biblical studies, so many Latterday Saints (also, of course, believers in the Bible) feel no compulsion
to read the often contentious, inconclusive studies about details of
church history. Just as many lovers of Shakespeare ignore technical
literature about the Bard and the possible “inﬂuences” on him in order to focus their attention on the plays themselves, so many Latterday Saints are satisﬁed with reading the scriptures, ﬁnding in them
sufficient light, knowledge, and inspiration. But for anyone who
wishes to read it, the scholarship is there, not kept “secret” by the
church and not concealed behind locked doors, as Palmer implies.
For each of the chapters and topics taken up by Grant Palmer,
inevitable questions arise. How new is this charge? Is it accurate? Is
it the whole story? Is this another exercise of going back over familiar territory and, by privileging the attack literature, making the early
Saints appear to be either knaves or fools? Is there another way of
looking at it? Don’t count on Palmer to explore these questions.
What does Palmer think of the adroit employment of parallel literary
structure throughout the Book of Mormon? He doesn’t tell us. What is
his explanation of the beautiful, intricate chiastic passages? Anyone truly
willing to give the Book of Mormon a fair hearing as something worthy of respect will study such works as Rediscovering the Book of Mormon
(1991),⁹ Reexploring the Book of Mormon (1992),¹⁰ Pressing Forward with
the Book of Mormon (1999),¹¹ and Richard Dilworth Rust’s Feasting on
the Word: The Literary Testimony of the Book of Mormon (1997).¹² But
don’t count on Palmer to tell us about them.
9. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne, eds., Rediscovering the Book of Mormon
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991).
10. John W. Welch, ed., Reexploring the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book and FARMS, 1992).
11. John W. Welch and Melvin J. Thorne, eds., Pressing Forward with the Book of
Mormon (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1999).
12. Richard Dilworth Rust, Feasting on the Word: The Literary Testimony of the Book
of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1997).
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What, by the way, does Palmer think of John L. Sorenson’s An
Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon and his many
other books and articles?¹³ A brilliant, well-trained anthropologist,
Sorenson analyzes the evidence with a sophistication far removed
from, say, Ethan Smith. It is far easier to pretend that the Book of
Mormon came from a fairy tale, mixed in with some New England
religious and political controversy. Knowing the impression he
wishes to leave, Palmer does not include so much as a footnote acknowledging the existence of signiﬁcant, substantive work on the
other side. He prefers not to tell us.
An example of rich symbolism in the Book of Mormon is the recurring use of the exodus motif. Several Latter-day Saint scholars, trained
in literary analysis and appreciative of such patterns in the Old and New
Testaments, have described and analyzed the exodus parallels.¹⁴ With
sophomoric innocence, Palmer excitedly lists twenty points of similarity between the wanderings of the children of Israel and the journey of
the Lehites to their promised land (pp. 74–78). Flat-footed and clueless,
he has no explanation except that Joseph Smith must have been guilty
of lifting the episodes. Did he consider the possibility that, besides the
fact that the two voyages did have certain similarities, the prophet Nephi,
13. John L. Sorenson, An Ancient American Setting for the Book of Mormon (1985;
reprint, Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1996); Sorenson, The Geography of
Book of Mormon Events: A Source Book (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1992); Sorenson, Images
of Ancient America: Visualizing Book of Mormon Life (Provo, Utah: Research Press,
1998); and Sorenson, Mormon’s Map (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000). Many others could
be added.
14. See George S. Tate, “The Typology of the Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon,” in Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, ed. Neal E.
Lambert (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1981), 245–62; Terrence L. Szink,
“To a Land of Promise,” in Studies in Scriptures: Volume Seven, 1 Nephi to Alma 29,
ed. Kent P. Jackson (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1987), 60–72; S. Kent Brown, “The
Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 30/3 (1990): 111–26; Alan Goﬀ,
“Boats, Beginnings, and Repetitions,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 1 (1992): 67–84;
Bruce J. Boehm, “Wanderers in the Promised Land: A Study of the Exodus Motif in the
Book of Mormon and Holy Bible,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 3/1 (1994): 187;
Mark J. Johnson, “The Exodus of Lehi Revisited,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 3/2
(1994): 123–26; and, more recently Noel B. Reynolds, “Lehi as Moses,” Journal of Book of
Mormon Studies 9/2 (2000): 26–35.
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writing as a historian, chose to cast the experience of his family in this
framework? Such historical shaping was well accepted in the ancient
world and especially by the writers of sacred history. Having access to the
plates of Laban, Nephi was familiar with the ﬂight from Egypt.
Palmer thinks that Joseph Smith used Ethan Smith’s View of the
Hebrews as the source for at least the structural part of the Book of
Mormon.¹⁵ Will readers know that a reprint of View of the Hebrews,
with an informative introduction by Charles Tate, was published in
1996 by the Religious Studies Center at Brigham Young University?¹⁶
Any interested person can read it and draw his or her own conclusions. Will they know of John W. Welch’s long list of “unparallels” between those two books?¹⁷ Palmer doesn’t tell us.
On the details of priesthood restoration, will readers of this
book know that church members were provided with an article by
Professor Larry Porter that spells out what we know, leaving intact
Joseph Smith’s integrity?¹⁸ More important, will they know that BYU
Studies published seventy primary documents relating to this question,
15. Rather than arguing his own case, Palmer cites a private task paper by B. H.
Roberts that was posthumously published as “Book of Mormon Diﬃculties: A Study,” in
Roberts, Studies of the Book of Mormon, ed. Brigham D. Madsen (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 1985), 63–148. Palmer fails to acknowledge that Roberts explicitly said the
possible connection between Ethan’s and Joseph’s books was not his own considered, ﬁnal
conclusion. Ignoring all subsequent statements by Roberts about the Book of Mormon
and, even more importantly, the witness provided by his life and his ﬁnal great historical
and theological works, Palmer picks what he chooses. Once again, he doesn’t tell us the
whole story. For a concise summary, including a speciﬁc response to the ﬁve or so questions that triggered Roberts’s study fourscore and more years ago, see Daniel C. Peterson,
“Yet More Abuse of B. H. Roberts,” FARMS Review of Books 9/1 (1997): 69–86.
16. Ethan Smith, View of the Hebrews: 1825 Second Edition Complete Text, ed. Charles D.
Tate Jr. (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1996).
17. John W. Welch, “View of the Hebrews: ‘An Unparallel,’ ” in Reexploring the Book of
Mormon, 83–87.
18. Larry C. Porter, “The Restoration of the Aaronic and Melchizedek Priesthoods,”
Ensign, December 1996, 30–47. Palmer cites this article but only along with others for
the purpose of showing that we do not know exactly when the Melchizedek Priesthood
was restored. This is not an earth-shaking discovery since Latter-day Saints, lacking a ﬁrm
statement from Smith and Cowdery, have never claimed to know the exact date. Porter
provides a likely scenario.

266 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

the indispensable point of departure for any responsible discussion?¹⁹
Palmer doesn’t tell us.
Palmer wants us to see the Book of Mormon witnesses as living in
a very diﬀerent world from our own. But this gap can be overdrawn.
After all, do we and they have nothing in common? Are the witnesses to
be discredited on everything they ever said on any subject throughout
their whole lives? And what about the sources Palmer uses to put the
witnesses under an unﬂattering cloud? Is there any principle by which
one can weigh such information? Determined to portray the witnesses
as confused simpletons living in a daze and unable to tell the diﬀerence between what they saw and what they imagined, Palmer shows no
ability to negotiate such pathways, or even to recognize them. Richard
Anderson addresses some of these questions in his chapter “The Case
against the Witnesses.”²⁰ Not using Palmer’s jaundiced eyes, Anderson,
who earned a law degree at Harvard Law School and a Ph.D. in ancient history at the University of California, Berkeley, sees the witnesses, even with their foibles, as having credibility on the key question. Palmer’s snub of Anderson in a one-sentence dismissive footnote
is shameful.²¹
The single most important witness is Oliver Cowdery. For the
current state of research on Cowdery, serious readers will not want to
miss an award-winning article, “The Return of Oliver Cowdery” by
Scott H. Faulring, and two informative articles by Larry E. Morris.²²
19. Brian Q. Cannon, ed., “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” BYU Studies 35/4
(1995–96): 163–207. A helpful introduction sets the stage for the documents.
20. Richard Lloyd Anderson, “The Case against the Witnesses,” in Investigating the
Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1981), 151–79.
21. For an important recent contribution, see Richard L. Anderson, “Personal Writings
of the Book of Mormon Witnesses,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence
for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1997), 39–60.
22. Scott H. Faulring, “The Return of Oliver Cowdery,” in The Disciple as Witness:
Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine in Honor of Richard Lloyd Anderson,
ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo, Utah: FARMS,
2000), 117–73; Larry E. Morris, “Oliver Cowdery’s Vermont Years and the Origins of
Mormonism,” BYU Studies 39/1 (2000): 106–29; and Morris, “‘The Private Character of
the Man Who Bore That Testimony’: Oliver Cowdery and His Critics,” FARMS Review
15/1 (2003): 311–51.
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For David Whitmer, Lyndon W. Cook has published the surviving
testimonies, enabling readers to judge for themselves.²³ On Martin
Harris there is no adequate full-scale study, but we know the essentials about his return to the church and his fervent testimony of the
Book of Mormon, repeated at the end of his life.²⁴
I wonder if readers of Palmer’s book will be aware that they are
reading a prosecutor’s brief. It is apparent that the author (with some
help from anti-Mormon critics) has convinced himself of certain things
and writes his book for the purpose of making that case. No contrary
evidence is allowed. In our courts, after a prosecutor has made his best
possible case, the defense attorney is given full opportunity to respond,
to bring forth additional evidence, and to cross-examine the testimony
on the other side. Don’t count on Palmer for any such explanation. He
calls himself a “fair-minded investigator,” but he must have his own private deﬁnition of fair-minded.
A recurring charge in several chapters is that Joseph Smith made
up stories in the 1830s, especially in 1835 and then again in 1838, to
strengthen his hand during times of opposition and crisis. Explaining
something more fully is apparently not allowed. If you don’t write it
down at the time it occurred—remember this when you are working
on your personal history—it didn’t happen. Palmer wants us to picture a nervous Joseph Smith desperately trying to come up with stories that will make his position secure. But Joseph did not live in isolation and had not abandoned his old friends and family. How many
of these—his own parents and siblings, his strong-willed wife Emma,
his friends, other devoted followers from earlier days—would have to
“go along” with changes in his narrative? How many of these good
23. Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Witness (Orem,
Utah: Grandin Books, 1991).
24. Rhett Stephens James, “Martin Harris,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 2:374–76.
See also Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses, chaps. 7–8, especially the
careful analysis of Stephen Burnett’s 1838 letter; Matthew Roper, review of Mormonism:
Shadow or Reality? by Jerald and Sandra Tanner, FARMS Review of Books 4 (1992): 169–
215; and Roper, “Comments on the Book of Mormon Witnesses: A Response to Jerald
and Sandra Tanner,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 2/2 (1993): 164–94.
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people, whose sincerity I hope we are not required to reject, stood up
and complained, pointing out what Palmer seems sure of? How large
was this conspiracy? Palmer doesn’t tell us.
Working on a biography of Joseph Smith that promises to be better than any treatment to date is Richard L. Bushman of Columbia
University. A mature and respected historian, Bushman is among
those willing to go over everything we can know about the founding
events of the restoration and, if possible, lay them out with greater
precision.²⁵ Reports on Bushman’s current thinking on Joseph Smith
do not indicate that his views are at all similar to Palmer’s.²⁶ Palmer
is not a reliable guide.
As Palmer well knows, knowledgeable Latter-day Saints never
claim to prove the historicity of the Book of Mormon in an ironclad
way by external or internal evidences. Each person is urged to read the
book and decide for himself or herself—not to skim through hurriedly,
not to read a few verses chosen at random, not to read it while a caustic
critic whispers snide slurs in his ear. No, anyone who really wants to
know should read carefully, ponder, and pray. The Holy Ghost will testify of the truth of this great sacred record. That is the promise.
Listen to how Palmer trivializes personal inspiration. “Most of us
have felt this spiritual feeling when reading the Book of Mormon or
hearing about Joseph Smith’s epiphanies,” he says. He had the same
feeling when listening to faith-promoting stories that turned out to be
exaggerated or made up. Others have had the same feeling—how does
he know?—about their religion. He doesn’t wish to deny that the Holy
Ghost exists and speaks to human beings, but the resulting “emotional
feelings”—notice how the witness of the Spirit is downgraded—are
not a sure guide to truth (pp. 131–33). Palmer renders a sweeping pronouncement on what the Holy Ghost can and cannot do—the mem25. Bushman, “Just the Facts Please,” 122–33, is a good example of how thoroughly he
is willing to examine the original sources.
26. Richard L. Bushman, “The Visionary World of Joseph Smith,” BYU Studies 37/1
(1997–98): 183–204; Bushman, “A Joseph Smith for the Twenty-First Century,” BYU
Studies 40/3 (2001): 155–71; Bushman, “The Character of Joseph Smith,” BYU Studies
42/2 (2003): 23–34.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Bitton) • 269

ber of the Godhead who, as the Savior said to his apostles, “shall teach
you all things, and bring all things to your remembrance, whatsoever
I have said unto you” (John 14:26). That Palmer wishes to disparage a
personal witness profoundly precious to many people tells a lot about
him and the spirit animating him.
Cymbals should ring out when he admits that “perhaps more than
any other volume except the Bible, it [the Book of Mormon] successfully
motivated people to confront their sins and come to Christ” (p. 65). Let
those words sink in: “perhaps more than any other volume except the
Bible.” From Palmer, in his present state of mind, this is a mind-boggling
concession. In 1989, Eugene England published a compilation entitled
Converted to Christ through the Book of Mormon.²⁷ The number of such
testimonies could be multiplied by thousands and tens of thousands. In
1997 appeared Jeffrey R. Holland’s Christ and the New Covenant: The
Messianic Message of the Book of Mormon.²⁸ Palmer doesn’t tell us to
what extent his soul was stirred by that powerful apostolic witness. But
never mind. Our author thinks the Book of Mormon should be—what?
Repudiated? Denied? Or merely ignored? He doesn’t tell us.
“I cherish Joseph Smith’s teachings on many topics,” Palmer
writes, “such as the plan of salvation and his view that the marriage
covenant extends beyond death. Many others could be enumerated”
(p. 261). What those “many” other teachings of Joseph Smith are, he
doesn’t tell us. And if those “many” teachings come from someone
who cannot be trusted, if they are found in sacred works here undermined and disparaged, what then? Palmer doesn’t tell us.
Palmer is not reluctant to instruct the church leaders on what
they should do. We ﬁnd him urging Latter-day Saints to:
• Stop telling “religious allegories to adults as if they were literal
history” (p. 261). “Religious allegories” is Palmer lingo for the ﬁrst vision, priesthood restoration, the coming forth of the Book of Mormon.
27. Eugene England, ed., Converted to Christ through the Book of Mormon (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1989).
28. Jeﬀrey R. Holland, Christ and the New Covenant: The Messianic Message of the
Book of Mormon (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1997).
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• Stop being gullible and expecting “infallible guidance”
(p. 261). I think that means stop following the prophet and sustaining the General Authorities.
• Stop being exclusive and condescending toward others (p. 261). I think he means stop claiming that ours is God’s true
church and that we have anything to oﬀer others.
• Know Jesus rather than pursue “a metaphysical approach to
truth” (p. 262) Does the “metaphysical approach” he disdains bear any
resemblance to the restoration events he has dismissed as ﬁgments of
imagination? I think maybe if we gave up our beliefs in prophets, the
Book of Mormon, the Doctrine and Covenants, and the Pearl of Great
Price, he might consider us quite far on the road to enlightenment.
• Concur with the “many people, both in our church and in
other traditions, who write and comment about religion in ways that
differ from the official canon” (p. 263). This means, I take it, that
those ordained and sustained are to be rejected in favor of—whom? I
assume he includes himself and the anti-Mormons who recognize in
him a useful device for presenting their views.
In general, Palmer wants the Church of Jesus Christ to be “more
Christ-centered” (p. 263). It should, he asserts, follow the example
of Seventh-Day Adventists and the Community of Christ (formerly
the Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints). Will
readers of Palmer’s book know that the Book of Mormon testiﬁes of
Christ on every page? Will they know that loyal Saints pray several
times each day in the name of Christ? Will they know the full import
of the weekly participation in the sacrament? Will they know that the
Saints are repeatedly urged to follow the Savior’s example? None of
this does Palmer adequately tell us. He wishes to leave the impression
that the emphasis on Christ occurred only “recently” and only at the
upper levels (p. 263).
“In many sacrament meetings,” he writes, “the tendency remains to
simply mention Jesus’ name and then talk about other matters” (p. 263).
What planet has this man been living on? The “mention” includes an
opening congregational hymn, an opening prayer in the name of Jesus
Christ, a sacrament congregational hymn always explicitly devoted to the
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Savior and his atoning sacriﬁce, and administering and distributing the
emblems of the Lord’s supper, which could scarcely be more “Christ-centered.” Those “other matters,” if they are not speciﬁcally about the Lord
Jesus and his role in time and eternity almost always have to do with applying the gospel of Jesus Christ in diﬀerent situations of life. How often
does Palmer attend sacrament meeting? He doesn’t tell us.
Palmer tells us that he will soon publish a book about Jesus. I
can hardly wait. In the meantime, even if they treat their subject differently from each other, lacking the consistency Palmer requires of
participants in the restoration, even if they tell about “superstitious”
Galilean peasants and ﬁshermen, I think I’ll just read and ponder the
four Gospels. After all, they too were written by insiders. Somehow
Matthew, Mark, Luke, and John, faithful and true to their covenants,
seem like insiders one can trust. Their lances were not broken.

Trustworthy History?
Steven C. Harper

From the perspective of denominational history, it is interesting to note the incredible interest in the history of their
community shown by many of the people who have forsworn
the theological tenets that are the reason for the community’s existence and have rejected the authority of the institution around which it is organized. In some (perhaps many)
instances, study of the community’s history appears to be
a surrogate for lost faith. In other instances, however, it becomes an eﬀort to ﬁnd hard evidence that can serve as justiﬁcation for abandoning the community’s creedal base. If it
is the latter and if the interest in history becomes a preoccupation that leads to writing about the community, very often
the outcome is history that is tendentious in the extreme—
history the community dismisses as “apostate.” Although
such slanted accounts do not provide good models for the
scholarly writing of denominational history, they are useful

Review of Grant H. Palmer. An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.
Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. xiii + 281 pp., with selected
bibliography and index. $24.95.
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to scholars as evidence of what can happen when the religious basis of personal identity is shattered.¹
Jan Shipps

T

hough common, this phenomenon described by Methodist
scholar of Mormonism Jan Shipps has never had a clearer manifestation than in Grant Palmer’s An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.
Beginning with his three and a half decades of employment in the
Church Educational System (CES), Palmer emphasizes how well
suited he is to write for Latter-day Saints on the contested history of
events upon which the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints
was founded. Palmer projects a welcomed mixture of candor and empathy. This subtle packaging invites readers to receive the book as a
benevolent act of a knowledgeable, oﬃcial church teacher, self-commissioned to save the Saints from ignorance (p. vii). His CES tenure
is roughly equivalent to the life span of “what has been termed the
New Mormon History” (p. x), to which Palmer acknowledges his
debts. Thus readers are primed for a marriage of inspiring, authoritative instruction (as one would expect to receive in a Latter-day Saint
institute course) and “demythologized” church history. Readers are
assured that this book will return them to the “real world” that existed “before everything was recast for hierarchical and proselyting
purposes” (p. ix). The conductor of the train bound for this promised
land is a fearless, now retired CES man with a mission. He cites Hugh B.
Brown, who “admire[d] men and women who have developed the
questing spirit, who are unafraid of new ideas as stepping stones to
progress,” to justify dissension without fear of consequence and resistance to all eﬀorts to enslave the mind (p. xi). Who could resist getting aboard?
Palmer does not realize that there is no promised land where the
past is unmediated, where the truth about what really happened is
only as far away as the last edition of original documents, where a
1. Jan Shipps, “Remembering, Recovering, and Inventing What Being a People
of God Means: Reﬂections on Method in the Scholarly Writing of Religious History,” in
Sojourner in the Promised Land: Forty Years among the Mormons (Urbana: University of
Illinois Press, 2000), 179–80.
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consensus reigns, and where things simply “ring true.” This train is
bound, instead, for the place New Mormon History had once vowed
to leave, never looking back. Once aboard Palmer’s train, the reader
is not returned to an “original time and place” or a “real world” (p. ix)
but, rather, to a tendentious, polemical past that both the historical
profession generally and New Mormon History specifically abandoned around the time Grant Palmer completed his master’s degree
in history in 1968.² This destination is obvious to informed readers
intimate with the sources Palmer uses as well as those he neglects. His
interpretation relies undeviatingly on reading, selecting, and arranging evidence in ways that support the bias that his press—Signature
Books—often manifests. Palmer employs the same tactics for which
he criticizes traditional Mormon historiography. Though he promises
to present the findings of New Mormon History, his methods and
ﬁndings are merely the latest in the long line of polemical accounts of
the Latter-day Saint past.
Palmer suggests that he is single-mindedly interested in presenting the findings of an objective history that scholars at the Joseph
Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History, Brigham Young
University, and elsewhere have collectively gathered, arriving at “a
near-consensus” (p. ix; see p. 255 above). This shows a fundamental misunderstanding of what he calls “New Mormon History.” The
practitioners of the history to which Palmer refers are not in consensus. They are New Mormon historians merely because they agree
in principle on a generally shared methodology. In addition, some
New Mormon historians contest the “facts” that Palmer regards as
the truth about the Latter-day Saint past. The incongruence between
Palmer’s approach and New Mormon History is striking.
Professional historians of the Latter-day Saint past do not claim to
present ultimate truths. They strive, rather, for a much more tentative,
2. Judging by James B. Allen, Ronald W. Walker, and David J. Whitaker, eds., Studies
in Mormon History, 1830–1997: An Indexed Bibliography (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2000), 324, An Insider’s View is Grant Palmer’s ﬁrst published work in Mormon history. His master’s thesis, “The Godbeite Movement: A Dissent against Temporal Control”
(Brigham Young University, 1968), is the only entry under his name.
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contextual understanding of the past, which is often not a conclusion
on the ultimate veracity of the religious claims involved. A practitioner
of New Mormon History, for example, asks questions about the signiﬁcance of Mormonism without presuming to prove or disprove whether
Joseph Smith saw God and angels or translated by the gift of God.³
Palmer, by contrast, is sure he has proven that Joseph Smith did not
translate or receive ministering angels. Palmer’s history is bound, perhaps unconsciously, by an ideological tradition abandoned by the historical profession generally. Sometimes called “scientiﬁc” history, this
ideology is informed by the Enlightenment’s skepticism of revelation
and faith and by an assurance that discerning what really happened in
the past is possible. Articulated by the German scholar Leopold von
Ranke, among others, scientiﬁc history is based on the idea that an objective scholar with access to all the data can decipher what really happened just as it occurred.⁴ This is Palmer’s premise.
A couple of comparisons show the distinction. Jan Shipps is
known to be guided by the question, What diﬀerence does religion
make? She does not seek to establish whether John the Baptist actually ordained Joseph Smith. She seeks instead to understand the
signiﬁcance of Joseph’s certainty that he was ordained by John the
Baptist. Palmer argues that John the Baptist did not ordain Joseph
Smith. He assures readers that his history has been “demythologized—placed in its original time and place, amid all the twists and
turns that exist in the real world—it rings true” (p. ix). In Joseph
Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism, a deﬁnitive example of New
Mormon History and the best “insider’s view of Mormon origins,”
3. For example, Mark Ashurst-McGee distinguishes between Joseph’s efforts to
translate by scholarly means and the translations he accomplished by the gift and power
of God in “Joseph Smith, the Kinderhook Plates, and the Question of Revelation,” paper
presented at the annual meeting of the Mormon History Association, Snowbird, Utah,
16–19 May 1996; typescript in L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B. Lee Library,
Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah (hereafter Perry Collections).
4. See Peter Novick, That Noble Dream: The “Objectivity Question” and the American
Historical Profession (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1988).
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Richard L. Bushman indicates that his “method has been to relate
events as the participants themselves experienced them, using their
own words where possible. Insofar as the revelations were a reality to
them, I have treated them as real in this narrative.”⁵ Palmer is certain that “a body of authentic, reliable documents” will result in a
real or true history of Mormonism (p. ix). Bushman is less sure. His
hesitancy stems from the recognition that the Enlightenment ideal
has gone unrealized. There is no unmediated reality, or, rather, no
mortal capable of “seeing” the past without its being simultaneously
refracted by the necessarily subjective lenses of those who recorded
the texts and the historians who interpret them. Bushman is “loath
to go all the way with the postmodernist thinkers” and forsake the
Enlightenment ideal altogether, yet he acknowledges that all written
history is inevitably shaped by the social contexts of its producers.⁶
That is true of the type of history Palmer has written, which is the
kind Jan Shipps has described.⁷ Moreover, it is true of this very review essay. “Objectivity,” wrote Bushman, “disguises a play for power
by those who pretend to the authority of objective scholarship when
they are every bit as self-interested in the outcome as any religious
apologist.”⁸ It would be better not to make pretensions to writing
“without any agenda” (p. viii), as Palmer does. His feigned claims to
objectivity thinly veil his transparent prejudices.
To support my claim that Palmer’s book is polemical pseudohistory presented as a synthesis of “New Mormon History,” I will examine his chapters on what he considers to be evidences of evangelical
Protestantism identifying the Book of Mormon as a nineteenthcentury text, on the testimonies of the Book of Mormon witnesses,
5. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1984), 3.
6. Richard L. Bushman, “The Social Dimensions of Rationality,” in Expressions of
Faith: Testimonies of Latter-day Saint Scholars, ed. Susan Easton Black (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book and FARMS, 1996), 73.
7. See note 1.
8. Bushman, “Social Dimensions of Rationality,” 73; see also Richard L. Bushman,
“Faithful History,” Dialogue 4/4 (1969): 11–25.
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on Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery’s assertion (or, in his opinion,
their conspiratorial claim) that ministering angels restored the priesthood, and on Joseph Smith’s 1838 history of his ﬁrst vision. In each
case Palmer can be shown to present a partisan polemical argument.
In addition, he is guilty of censorship, and he repeatedly privileges
late hearsay over early eyewitness accounts.⁹ As will be shown, the
relevant texts support interpretations more affirming of Joseph
Smith’s integrity than Palmer claims.¹⁰
Evangelical Protestantism in the Book of Mormon
Alexander Campbell, a contemporary of Joseph Smith and principal founder of the Disciples of Christ, claimed that Joseph Smith
simply cobbled together the Book of Mormon from a variety of popular doctrinal, political, and class conﬂicts that ﬁlled the news of the
time.¹¹ Drawing on Campbell and other contemporaries of Joseph
Smith, Palmer argues that parts of the Book of Mormon are “artful adaptations” of the fervent evangelical Protestantism that pulsed
9. John Gee, “Eyewitness, Hearsay, and Physical Evidence of the Joseph Smith Papyri,”
in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine in Honor of Richard
Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges (Provo,
Utah: FARMS, 2000), 175–217, especially 176–77, discusses the inherent problems of giving
later hearsay the same credence as early eyewitness accounts. Gee, who earned his Ph.D. in
Egyptology from Yale University in 1998, is also the author of A Guide to the Joseph Smith
Papyri (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000). LDS Egyptologist Kerry Muhlestein (Ph.D., UCLA)
noted, “Palmer’s description of P. JS 11 is not completely accurate, but it is suﬃciently so for
any general purposes. The big problem comes in his line at the bottom of page 12 which reads
‘Joseph Smith used this papyrus as his source for Abraham 1 through 2:18.’ Just how he determined this is a mystery to me. He, and others, have apparently assumed that since the Book of
Abraham text refers to facsimile 1 as the drawing at the beginning of the book that the source
of the text of the Book of Abraham is the text appearing directly after the picture. This is an assumption, and nothing more. It is not unusual for pictures to be far from the text with which
they go, both in ancient Egypt and in books today. Palmer himself refers to ﬁgures in his own
book that are not right next to the text with which they are associated.” Muhlestein to Harper,
17 May 2003.
10. Some of Palmer’s other claims are dealt with in other reviews in this number,
pages 257–71 and 309–410.
11. Alexander Campbell, Delusions: An Analysis of the Book of Mormon (Boston:
Greene, 1832), 13.
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through America during Joseph Smith’s lifetime (p. 95). Numerous
other Book of Mormon critics have sought evidence to support the
original Campbell thesis. They disparage Joseph Smith’s honesty, yet
they are willing to acknowledge that he was a kind of genius capable
of such a remarkable feat. Palmer grants that Joseph Smith was indeed brighter than he is pictured in the early aﬃdavits attacking him.
Drawing on the earlier critics’ work, Palmer compares passages from
the Book of Mormon with the Jacksonian world—frontier revival settings and preaching styles, conversion dynamics, ideas of human nature. He draws a number of parallels to support the Campbell thesis
that the Book of Mormon was authored by Joseph Smith and therefore reﬂects his world. There is nothing ancient about it, says Palmer,
repeating a conclusion going back to at least 1832.
Sources for Joseph’s clever ﬁction, Palmer argues, came from an
1826 Methodist camp meeting near Palmyra, where the anticipated
farewell address of a respected, aged preacher, Bishop M’Kendree,
summoned as many as ten thousand who pitched tents and listened
intently. He reportedly preached powerfully on “the whole process
of personal salvation.” Many were moved and committed to Christ.
“This,” says Palmer, “is reminiscent of King Benjamin’s speech to the
Zarahemlans” (p. 97; cf. Mosiah 2–5). The question is whether this
or other experiences in Joseph Smith’s America inspired him to write
the Book of Mormon, or whether Joseph translated an authentic
ancient history by “the gift and power of God” (Testimony of Three
Witnesses). To address that question honestly, one must not only examine the early American republic, as Palmer does, but the ancient
world, which Palmer avoids, along with the vast literature produced
by those who have dealt with this issue.
Hugh Nibley writes, “Of all the possible ties between the Book of
Mormon and the Old World, by far the most impressive in our opinion
is the exact and full matching up of the long coronation rite described
in the book of Mosiah with the ‘standard’ Near Eastern coronation ceremonies as they have been worked out through the years by the ‘patternists’ of Cambridge. Imagine a twenty-three-year-old backwoodsman [or even a Harvard professor] in 1829 giving his version of what
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an ancient coronation ceremony would be like.”¹² Other scholars have
confirmed Nibley’s conclusion and presented further evidence that
King Mosiah’s coronation ritual, including Benjamin’s sermon, belongs
less to the setting of a camp meeting in the early American republic
than to an ancient Jewish Feast of Tabernacles.¹³
As long as one ignores the ancient Near East, however, superﬁcial parallels seem to suﬃce. That a sermon in some ways similar
to Benjamin’s occurred near Joseph’s home is, to Palmer, proof that
Joseph Smith wrote Mosiah 2–5 based on it. Never mind that Joseph
Smith is not known to have been at the 1826 camp meeting. Neither
Joseph, his mother, Joseph Knight, nor other known sources of information on Joseph’s activities in 1826 mention the event. Even supposing that the 1826 camp meeting profoundly influenced Joseph
Smith, his 1832 written history largely bears out Emma Smith’s later
recollection that he could hardly have composed a well-written letter at the time of their marriage in 1827. Palmer’s argument demands
that Joseph Smith must have heard Bishop M’Kendree, remembered
his sermon, crafted King Mosiah’s sermon from it at least two years
later (without, as Emma Smith testiﬁed, any written sources to jog
his memory), and positioned it coherently in the midst of a complex
book that ran to nearly six hundred pages (pp. 97–98).
Relying on the critics’ research of patterns in nineteenth-century
conversion accounts, Palmer asserts that Alma’s conversion narrative in Alma 36, among others, is typical of Joseph Smith’s America.
Speciﬁcally, Palmer asserts that Alma’s account mirrors the conversion narrative of Eleazer Sherman, published in Rhode Island in the
same year as the Book of Mormon (p. 103). Granted, there are simi12. Hugh Nibley, Since Cumorah, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS,
1988), 247.
13. See Stephen D. Ricks, “Kingship, Coronation, and Covenant in Mosiah 1–6,” and
Terrence L. Szink and John W. Welch, “King Benjamin’s Speech in the Context of Ancient
Israelite Festivals,” in King Benjamin’s Speech: “That Ye May Learn Wisdom,” ed. John W.
Welch and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1998), 233–75, 183–90; and John A.
Tvedtnes, “King Benjamin and the Feast of Tabernacles,” in By Study and Also by Faith:
Essays in Honor of Hugh W. Nibley, ed. John M. Lundquist and Stephen D. Ricks (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990), 2:197–237.
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larities between conversion dynamics in the Book of Mormon and
those in the early 1800s. Why would there not be? The striking fact
here is that by attributing Alma’s conversion to Smith’s observations,
Palmer fails to explain how Smith acquired knowledge of a variety of
ancient evidence. Book of Mormon witness Hiram Page testiﬁed that
Joseph Smith could hardly pronounce the name Nephi, let alone produce the Book of Mormon without divine help (see page 304 below).
So how can Palmer’s argument possibly explain Joseph’s knowledge
of the demonstrably ancient name Alma, the ancient literary form of
his narrative, and the distinctiveness of his literary voice?
Around 1960, the “Israeli scholar Yigael Yadin found a land deed
near the western shore of the Dead Sea dating from the early second
century. One of the names on the deed was ‘Alma son of Yehudah,’
demonstrating Alma to be ‘an authentically ancient Semitic masculine
personal name.’”¹⁴ Alma’s conversion narrative at Alma 36 is narrated
in an ancient literary form of inverted parallelisms called chiasmus.¹⁵
Scholars have identified many examples of inverted parallelism, or
chiasmus, in the Old Testament. Placed beside the strongest of those
examples, the parallelism of the conversion narrative in Alma 36 is impressive.¹⁶ Although scholars had discovered chiasmus before Smith
translated the Book of Mormon, it is unlikely that he had heard of it
14. Terryl L. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon (Oxford: Oxford University Press,
2002), 144. See Daniel C. Peterson, “Is the Book of Mormon True? Notes on the Debate,”
in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B.
Reynolds (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1997), 146, who cites Yigael Yadin, Bar-Kokhba (New
York: Random House, 1971), 176. See also Paul Y. Hoskisson, “Alma as a Hebrew Name,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 7/1 (1998): 72–73; Terrence L. Szink, “Further
Evidence of a Semitic Alma,” Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/1 (1999): 70.
15. John W. Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon,” in Book of Mormon
Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds and Charles D. Tate
(Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1982), 33–52.
16. John W. Welch, “A Masterpiece: Alma 36,” in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon,
ed. John L. Sorenson and Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS,
1991), 114–31. See also Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon”; John W. Welch,
“What Does Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon Prove?” in Book of Mormon Authorship
Revisited, 199–224.
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and implausible to suppose that he had mastered the technique.¹⁷ His
wife was certain that he was incapable of literary complexity, ancient
or otherwise. Others who knew him (or read the Book of Mormon)
shared her judgment.¹⁸ Smith’s holograph writings during this period
reveal a man more adept than some have supposed but of limited literary ability.¹⁹ Finally, a “sophisticated analysis by a Berkeley group
concluded that it is ‘statistically indefensible to propose Joseph Smith
or Oliver Cowdery or Solomon Spaulding as the author of the 30,000
words . . . attributed to Nephi and Alma. . . . The Book of Mormon
measures multiauthored, with authorship consistent to its own internal
claims. These results are obtained even though the writings of Nephi
and Alma were “translated” by Joseph Smith.’”²⁰
Terryl L. Givens argues that, “to be widely plausible,” alternative
explanations for the Book of Mormon’s origin need both to “credit the
book’s indisputable complexity—its rich mix of history, warfare, theology, allegory, and characters—and to discredit Joseph as author. He had
to have received, in other words, the help of a collaborator.”²¹ Palmer’s
argument does just the opposite. He takes pains to minimize the
complexity of the Book of Mormon while arguing that Joseph Smith,
though uneducated, was suﬃciently clever and observant enough to
have authored it himself from beginning to end. The ﬁrst 116 pages—
which were subsequently lost—served, according to Palmer, as an “apprenticeship.” The intervening nine months provided Joseph time to
“ponder the details of the plots and subplots,” and then, in the next
17. John W. Welch, “How Much Was Known about Chiasmus in 1829 When the Book
of Mormon Was Translated?” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 47–80.
18. Emma Smith Bidamon Interview with Joseph Smith III, in Early Mormon Documents, comp. and ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1996), 1:539. See also
Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 157–59.
19. Emma Smith Bidamon Interview with Joseph Smith III, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 1:539 n. 24.
20. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 156–57, quoting John L. Hilton, “On Verifying
Wordprint Studies: Book of Mormon Authorship,” in Book of Mormon Authorship
Revisited, 241. Givens, passim, presents a thorough assessment of Book of Mormon claims
and deals substantively with the Book of Mormon–related arguments Palmer makes while
providing a presentation with integrity conspicuously missing from Palmer’s discussion.
21. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 159.
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ninety days, Joseph dictated the ﬁnal manuscript, which, Palmer says,
must have become “progressively easier,” considering his “familiarity
with the Bible and with American antiquities” (p. 66). Palmer’s own
less complex book, by contrast, took much longer to write—twenty
years—though it is only half as long and was written with the beneﬁt
of a graduate education, modern technology, “colleagues,” extensive library resources, “years of research,” and an editor (p. xii).
After giving a presentation on architectural proportions pervasive in the ancient world, a Jewish scholar marveled that the monetary system set forth in Alma 11:5–19 was informed by identical
mathematical principles. Though he was unwilling to grant that the
entire Book of Mormon was ancient, he was convinced that those
verses were “unthinkable” when the Book of Mormon was published
in 1830. Recent scholarship suggests that the Nephite monetary system has Egyptian, Babylonian, and Israelite analogues.²² One wonders when Joseph Smith worked out the arithmetic of Alma 11:5–19
or what unlikely source informed him. One ﬁnds nothing remotely
like it in the culture of the early American republic.
Witnesses of the Book of Mormon Plates
In his treatment of the “Witnesses to the Golden Plates” (pp. 175–
213), Palmer attempts to discredit the testimonies of the eleven men
whose eyewitness testimonies are printed in each copy of the Book of
Mormon. To that end (agreeing with the Hurlbut aﬃdavits now), he
claims that Joseph Smith was adept at treasure seeking and trickery²³
22. John W. Welch, “Weighing and Measuring in the Worlds of the Book of Mormon,”
Journal of Book of Mormon Studies 8/2 (1999): 36–45. Earlier research appears in Robert F.
Smith, “Weights and Measures in the Time of Mosiah II” (FARMS, 1983). See also “Egyptian
Hieroglyphs for Grain Measurement,” chart 113 in Charting the Book of Mormon: Visual Aids
for Personal Study and Teaching (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1999).
23. For a much diﬀerent account, see Mark Ashurst-McGee, “Moroni: Angel or Treasure Guardian?” Mormon Historical Studies 2/2 (2001): 39–75, which addresses a wider array of evidence than Palmer and, in the process, shows that characterization of Joseph Smith
as a treasure seeker actually began in 1830, when Palmer said it stopped; this reveals one of
the demonstrably false assertions in Palmer’s argument.
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and that his mastery of the magical folklore of nineteenth-century
America gave him power over the men who witnessed the plates, all
of whom, he states, believed in what he calls “second sight” (p. 175).
Palmer argues that Joseph Smith wrote the testimonies printed in the
Book of Mormon (pp. 195, 202) and implies throughout this chapter
that he somehow induced the visionary experiences of the witnesses
by playing on their credulity. Though the testimony of the Eight
Witnesses says that they actually hefted the plates for themselves,
Palmer claims that this is not so. “If the three witnesses and others
inspected the plates in a vision, perhaps the eight did also” (p. 204).
That is an incredible “perhaps,” given the testimony of the eight and
those who heard one or more of them say that they had hefted actual
plates. A hearsay report that John Whitmer claimed the plates “were
shown to me by a supernatural power” is enough for Palmer to draw
the conclusion “that the eight, like the three, saw and scrutinized the
plates in a mind vision” (pp. 205, 206). That same report, by the way,
has Whitmer saying, “I handled those plates” (p. 205).²⁴ Daniel Tyler
reported hearing Samuel Smith say that “he had handled them and
seen the engravings thereon” (p. 205). Emma Smith once “felt of the
plates, as they lay on the table, tracing their outline and shape. They
seemed to be pliable like thick paper, and would <rustle with a metallic sound> when the edges were moved by the thumb, as one does
sometimes thumb the edges of a book.”²⁵ Palmer’s attempt to get the
plates out of the hands of the Eight Witnesses fails. But it reveals a
challenge historians face when dealing with the Book of Mormon
witnesses. The historical record is overwhelmingly hearsay.
Their actual statements included in every copy of the Book of
Mormon are, of course, the exception. By Palmer’s rule that early, eyewitness sources are the most reliable (p. ix), these statements should
be privileged over later secondhand materials. But Palmer impeaches
24. Both comments of John Whitmer appear as quotations reported by Theodore
Turley and recorded in History of the Church, 3:307.
25. Emma Smith Bidamon Interview with Joseph Smith, III, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 1:539.
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their testimonies without cause; he decides instead to credit an array
of hearsay statements arranged carefully to demonstrate that what the
witnesses actually experienced was what he calls “visionary” and hence
not “real” (p. 194); “thus it may not be as significant as we have assumed that three signatories to the Book of Mormon saw and heard
an angel” (p. 195). Discrediting the witnesses by “spiritualizing” their
testimonies is reﬂective of Palmer’s obsession with the scientiﬁc history
idealized by the Enlightenment skeptics. On that point, Givens writes:
At least one historian has written of Martin Harris’s alleged
equivocation about his vision, pointing out that he claimed
to have seen the plates with his “spiritual eyes,” rather than
his natural ones, and thus that he “repeatedly admitted the
internal, subjective nature of his visionary experience.” It is
not clear, however, that visionaries in any age have acquiesced to such facile dichotomies. . . .
Paul himself referred to one of his own experiences as
being “in the body, or out of the body, I cannot tell” (2 Cor.
12:3). He obviously considered such a distinction irrelevant
to the validity of his experience and the reality of what he
saw. It is hard to imagine a precedent more like Harris’s own
versions in which he emphatically asserts until the day of
his death the actuality of the angel who “came down from
heaven” and who “brought and laid [the plates] before our
eyes, that we beheld and saw,” while also reporting, according
to others, that he “never claimed to have seen them with his
natural eyes, only with spiritual vision.”²⁶
“It must have been relatively easy,” Palmer concludes, “for the
witnesses to accept Joseph’s golden plates as an ancient record.
Appreciating their mindset helps us understand Mormon origins in
26. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 41–42, emphasis added; the two former quotations come from the Testimony of Three Witnesses in the front of the Book of Mormon,
and the latter one is the statement of Reuben P. Harmon, made in about 1885, cited in
Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:255. Note how Givens, unlike Palmer, distinguishes
between ﬁrsthand and hearsay accounts.
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their terms” (p. 213). What Palmer calls their “mindset” is merely
his bias attributed to the witnesses. This chapter does not give us
access to their minds. And Palmer’s patchwork of “testimony” carefully stitched together is emphatically not in their terms. Instead we
are told “the witnesses believed that a toad hiding in the stone box
became an apparition that struck Joseph on the head” (p. 195). That
notion comes from Willard Chase, a contemporary of Joseph Smith
who was at least as involved in treasure seeking as Joseph Smith.
Chase envied Joseph’s discovery of a seer stone and golden plates and
tried to wrest them from him. In his second- or thirdhand account,
Chase claims that Joseph Smith “saw in the box something like a
toad, which soon assumed the appearance of a man, and struck him
on the side of the head.”²⁷
For his source of knowledge of what the Book of Mormon witnesses believed, Palmer cites Benjamin Saunders, a brother-in-law
of Willard Chase. The Saunders statement is frank, generally favorable to the Smiths, and entirely believable when reporting ﬁrsthand
knowledge. When he comes to reporting what Joseph Smith found
in the box containing golden plates, however, Benjamin Saunders’s
report merely mirrors Chase’s opinions. “When he took the plates,”
he claims, “there was something down near the box that looked
some like a toad that rose up into a man which forbid him to take
the plates.”²⁸ It is a useful example of the reliability of eyewitness
rather than hearsay testimony, which Palmer fails to discern. Note
that neither Chase nor Saunders says that it was an actual toad that
Joseph saw. Chase attributes his hearsay knowledge to a conversation
with Joseph Smith Sr., which Palmer exaggerates into “the witnesses”
(p. 195). Neither Saunders nor Chase nor even Joseph Smith Sr. was
actually present when Joseph went to the hill where the plates were
deposited. Only Joseph knew ﬁrsthand what happened there. Yet his
27. The Willard Chase statement is reproduced in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents,
2:64–74; the quotation is found on p. 67.
28. The Benjamin Saunders statement is reproduced in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 2:136–40; the quotation is found on p. 137.
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testimony seems to be the only one Palmer does not trust. Instead
Palmer modiﬁes and ampliﬁes these thirdhand accounts and inserts
his version into the minds of the Book of Mormon witnesses to discount their credibility. Whether the questionably motivated, hearsay
statements from Chase and Saunders (which tell us about their perceptions but not Joseph’s actual experience) are more believable than
the eyewitness testimonies of Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon
witnesses is never questioned by Palmer.
Thus readers are denied access to the authentic voices of Oliver
Cowdery, David Whitmer, and Martin Harris. Each of them did
speak for himself at length. We have their words in abundance, even
if not always directly. Those interested in knowing what the Three
Witnesses thought, said, and knew will resent Palmer’s selective presentation; they will want to read the witnesses’ own words. There is
an entire book of David Whitmer interviews.²⁹ And numerous, consistent statements by Martin Harris and Oliver Cowdery are readily
available in the same compilation Palmer uses when convenient for
his purposes.³⁰ An honest inquirer who examines all the evidence as
presented by the eleven witnesses themselves will be convinced that
they believed that their testimonies—as printed in each copy of the
Book of Mormon—were real and true in the most literal sense. Oliver
Cowdery wrote in 1835 that his generation’s tendency to explain
away the divine “figuratively”—what he called spiritualizing—was
unwarranted since he believed the scriptures “are meant to be understood according to their literal reading.”³¹ It seems unlikely, then,
that Cowdery, who, of all men, knew whether Joseph Smith’s claims
were real or not, would mince words or confuse illusions with actual
events. Whatever the nuance—which is impossible to conclude, given
the variety of hearsay accounts of the Book of Mormon witnesses—
29. Lyndon W. Cook, ed., David Whitmer Interviews: A Restoration Witness (Orem,
Utah: Grandin, 1991).
30. For Harris and Cowdery statements, see Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:253–
511. Note the distinctions in language between hearsay and eyewitness testimony.
31. Oliver Cowdery to W. W. Phelps, February 1835, in Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 2:427–28.
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not just the preponderance but all evidence points to their individual
and collective certainty that the Book of Mormon was divine.
Priesthood Restoration
In his chapter on priesthood restoration (pp. 215–34), Palmer
charges Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery with inventing in 1834 the
idea that angels had ordained them to holy priesthoods beginning
on 15 May 1829. Their motive, he argues, was Eber D. Howe’s exposé, Mormonism Unvailed, which sought to undermine the Church
of Jesus Christ by attacking its origins. Thus Palmer concludes that
the “most plausible explanation” of the historical record is that angel stories invented in 1834 “were retroﬁtted to an 1829–30 time period to give the impression that an impressive and unique authority
had existed in the church from the beginning” (p. 230). Howe’s antiMormonism, however, did not initiate Joseph Smith’s credibility crisis, which began much earlier. The Painesville Telegraph, for example,
challenged Cowdery’s authority in 1830 by pejoratively referring to
Cowdery’s claim to have a divine mission and to have seen and conversed with angels.³² That account and others show that claims to
ministering angels predate Palmer’s 1834 scenario. Most emphatically, though, Joseph Smith claimed in 1832 an angelic restoration of
priesthood in his ﬁrst attempt to write his history. Palmer obliquely
asserts that the only significant reference to “authority from angels” before 1835 was the 22 September 1832 reference that is now
Doctrine and Covenants 84:28. Palmer keeps silent regarding Joseph’s
testimony written that same year:
An account of his marvilous experience and of all the mighty
acts which he doeth in the name of Jesus Ch[r]ist the son of
the living God of whom he beareth record and also an account of the rise of the church of Christ in the eve of time
32. “The Golden Bible,” Painesville Telegraph, 16 November 1830, 3, quoted in Brian Q.
Cannon et al., “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” BYU Studies 35/4 (1995–96): 181 (document 20); see also 181–82 (document 21).
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according as the Lord brough<t> forth and established by
his hand <ﬁrstly> he receiving the testamony from on high
seccondly the ministering of Angels thirdly the reception of
the holy Priesthood by the ministring of Aangels to adminster the letter of the Gospel<—the Law and commandments
as they were given unto him—>and the ordinencs, forthly a
conﬁrmation and reception of the high Priesthood after the
holy order of the son of the living God power and ordinence
from on high to preach the Gospel in the administration and
demonstration of the spirit the Kees of the Kingdom of God
confered upon him and the continuation of the blessings of
God to him &c.³³
Joseph’s own account of “the rise of the church of Christ in the eve of
time” establishes the “reception of the holy Priesthood by the ministring of Aangels” as a crucial step in the restoration of the fulness of
the gospel.³⁴ Palmer is aware of this source; he quotes it extensively
in his discussion of Joseph Smith’s ﬁrst vision (pp. 236–37), censoring conspicuously the passage quoted above.
Instead of acknowledging that Joseph Smith wrote in 1832 that
he had received both priesthoods from ministering angels, Palmer
privileges statements of David Whitmer and William McLellin dating to the 1870s and 1880s. They claimed, at that late date, that they
“never heard” of angelic restoration of priesthood until 1834 or 1835,
showing, Palmer insists, that Joseph Smith ﬁrst thought of it at that
time (pp. 217, 224–25). Absent from Palmer’s treatment are earlier
statements of William McLellin dating to 1847: “When the holy angel
visited and ordained Joseph, Oliver was with him.” And in 1848 he
33. The Papers of Joseph Smith, ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1989), 1:3.
34. Joseph Smith, Letterbook 1, Joseph Smith Collection, Family and Church History
Department Archives, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, Salt Lake City,
Utah (hereafter Church Archives), p. 1, quoted in Personal Writings of Joseph Smith,
comp. and ed. Dean C. Jessee, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and Brigham Young
University Press, 2002). See also Cannon et al., “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” 176
(document 5); Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:26.
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wrote: “We hold that Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery, in May
1829, received the authority of the lesser priesthood, and the keys
of it, by the visitation and the administration of the angel John, the
Baptist.”³⁵ In 1861 David Cannon visited Oliver Cowdery’s grave in
Richmond, Missouri, with David Whitmer, who reiterated Cowdery’s
testimony, “saying ‘I know the Gospel to be true and upon this head
has Peter James and John laid their hands and confered the Holy
Melchesdic Priestood.’ ” Cannon continued, “The manner in which
this tall grey headed man went through the exhibition of what Oliver
had done was prophetic. I shall never forget the impression that the
testimony of . . . David Whitmer made upon me.”³⁶ These statements
were among the seventy priesthood restoration documents published
by BYU Studies in 1996, but readers seeking a reliable account based
on relevant early documents will not ﬁnd them in An Insider’s View.
Palmer rejects early eyewitness evidence, instead exclusively using
late documents produced by men clearly engaged in an eﬀort to recast early Latter-day Saint history.³⁷ Palmer favors these late accounts
of not hearing of angelic priesthood restoration over early, consistent,
eyewitness accounts of Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery.
This kind of gnat-straining, camel-swallowing analysis continues when Palmer focuses on Oliver Cowdery’s testimony that he and
Joseph received the priesthood from angels “while we were in the
heavenly vision” (p. 227).³⁸ For Palmer, visionary means unreliable. But
Cowdery thought he was conﬁrming, not compromising, the importance of his experience by describing it as a vision. Still, there was no
doubt in Cowdery’s mind that the events were real. He testiﬁed that
35. Cannon et al., “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” 195–96 (documents 67–68).
36. David H. Cannon, autobiography, quoted in Cannon et al., “Priesthood
Restoration Documents,” 198 n. 10.
37. On this point, see Kenneth W. Godfrey, “David Whitmer and the Shaping of Latterday Saint History,” in Disciple as Witness, 223–56. See also Larry C. Porter, “The Odyssey of
William Earl McLellin: Man of Diversity, 1806–83,” in The Journals of William E. McLellin,
1831–1836, ed. Jan Shipps and John W. Welch (Urbana: BYU Studies and University of
Illinois Press, 1994), 291–378.
38. From Book of Patriarchal Blessings 1:8–9, Church Archives, quoted in Vogel,
Early Mormon Documents, 2:453.
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[Joseph] was ordained by the angel John, unto the lesser or
Aaronic priesthood, in company with myself, in the town of
Harmony, Susquehannah County, Pennsylvania, on Fryday,
the 15th day of May, 1829, after which we repaired to the water, even to the Susquehannah River, and were baptized. . . . And
while we were in the heavenly vision the angel came down
and bestowed upon us this priesthood: and then, as I have
said, we repaired to the water and were baptized. After this
we received the high and holy priesthood.³⁹
If Oliver Cowdery and Joseph Smith invented this testimony to establish authority, one wonders why Cowdery did not expose Joseph
later when he was removed from priesthood office. Instead, in a
deeply moving, private letter to Phineas Young written in 1846,
Cowdery wrote:
I have cherished a hope, and that one of my fondest, that I
might leave such a character, as those who might believe in
my testimony, after I should be called hence, might do so,
not only for the sake of the truth, but might not blush for the
private character of the man who bore that testimony. I have
been sensitive on this subject, I admit; but I ought to be so—
you would be, under the circumstances, had you stood in the
presence of John, <with> our departed brother Joseph, to receive the Lesser Priesthood—and in the presence <of> Peter,
to receive the Greater, and looked down through time, and
witnessed the eﬀects these two must produce.⁴⁰
It is well attested that Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery both testiﬁed early and often that angels ordained them to the holy priesthood. Why, though, the question remains, did Joseph Smith seem to
39. Cannon et al., “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” 182–83 (document 24).
40. Oliver Cowdery to Phineas Young, 23 March 1846, Church Archives, quoted in
Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:491–92.
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publicly proclaim his written revelations and safeguard his visions,
including details of priesthood restoration?
John Wigger’s inﬂuential book Taking Heaven by Storm⁴¹ shows
how early Methodism gained converts in great numbers by acknowledging popular spiritual experiences and in appealing to the longings
of ordinary people. As America and Methodism became more middle class, however, revelatory experiences became suspect. Samuel
Goodrich described this process tersely by saying that “orthodoxy
was in a considerable degree methodized, and Methodism in due
time became orthodoxed.”⁴²
Informed by this larger history, Richard Bushman argues that
perhaps Joseph chose not to trumpet his heavenly visions as he did
his printed revelations for fear of being marginalized even more. This
view ﬁnds support in Joseph’s own accounts and other early documents. He reported relating his ﬁrst vision to an inﬂuential minister,
following which he was persecuted, “but all this did not destroy the
reality of his vision” (Joseph Smith—History 1:24).⁴³ He explained
that he and Cowdery “were forced to keep secret the circumstances
of our having been baptized, and having received this priesthood;
owing to a spirit of persecution which had already manifested itself
in the neighborhood.”⁴⁴ In particular, they “had been threatened with
being mobbed.”⁴⁵ Martin Harris said at least one Palmyra man threatened Joseph Smith with violence in 1827 for claiming that “angels appear to men in this enlightened age.”⁴⁶ Bushman, the most informed
41. John H. Wigger, Taking Heaven by Storm: Methodism and the Rise of Popular
Christianity in America (New York: Oxford University Press, 1998).
42. Samuel G. Goodrich, Recollections of a Lifetime (New York: Miller, Orton &
Mulligan, 1856), 1:217.
43. The quotation, from verse 24, is in reference to the apostle Paul and the similarity
of his situation to Joseph’s own.
44. Joseph Smith, “History, 1839,” Joseph Smith Collection, Church Archives, p. 18;
compare Joseph Smith—History 1:74–75. Also in Cannon et al., “Priesthood Restoration
Documents,” 178 (document 12); Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:76.
45. Joseph Smith, “History, 1839,” Joseph Smith Collection, Church Archives, p. 18;
compare Joseph Smith—History 1:74–75. Also in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:76.
46. “Mormonism—No. II,” Tiﬀany’s Monthly, June 1859, 168.
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scholar on Joseph Smith’s world, thus oﬀers an explanation alternative to Palmer for Joseph’s apparent reticence to speak casually about
ministering angels.⁴⁷ This reading of the evidence is far more compelling than Palmer’s exaggerated hermeneutic of suspicion.
The First Vision
To discredit Joseph Smith’s 1838 account of his first vision,
Palmer borrows an argument made by the late Reverend Wesley
Walters in 1969.⁴⁸ Historians Richard Bushman and Milton Backman
responded to this argument, and Backman’s monograph Joseph
Smith’s First Vision soon followed.⁴⁹ Although there is nothing new
in Palmer’s discussion, much is missing. Neither Backman nor
Bushman is cited; Palmer also pays no attention to the evidence they
used or the interpretations they oﬀered. Rather, Palmer cites hearsay
by Oliver Cowdery in 1835 and by William Smith in 1841, again violating his own rule that early sources are unfailingly better.⁵⁰
Oliver Cowdery could know of the first vision only by hearing
about it from Joseph Smith. Richard Bushman showed the weaknesses
in this same Cowdery evidence in his response to Walters in 1969.⁵¹
47. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith Lecture Series (BYU–Hawaii, 13 November
2001), notes in my possession.
48. Wesley P. Walters, “New Light on Mormon Origins from the Palmyra Revival,”
Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 60–67.
49. Richard L. Bushman “The First Vision Story Revived,” Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 82–93;
Milton V. Backman Jr., “Awakenings in the Burned-Over District: New Light on the Historical
Setting of the First Vision,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 301–20; Backman, Joseph Smith’s First
Vision: The First Vision in Its Historical Context (Salt Lake City: Bookcraft, 1971).
50. William Hartley, review of Power from on High: The Development of Mormon
Priesthood, by Gregory A. Prince, BYU Studies 37/1 (1997–98): 225–30, argues that because recollections can be valuable historical sources and are often at least as reliable as
contemporary accounts, “Joseph Smith’s later perspectives on early events deserve as
much trust as do his early statements” (p. 227). Palmer responds directly to this statement
with the assertion that to give retrospective accounts that much credence “is contrary
to the traditional canons of historiography” (p. 254 n. 52). This is ﬁne irony from a determined debunker of traditional historiography and of the canonical account of Joseph
Smith’s ﬁrst vision.
51. Bushman, “First Vision Story Revived,” 82–93.
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Though Palmer never questions Cowdery’s confused hearsay on the
ﬁrst vision, he views Cowdery’s eyewitness testimony of actual gold
plates and angelic priesthood restoration as incredible (pp. 226–34).
William Smith, Joseph’s younger brother, apparently made no
mention of the ﬁrst vision in relating Joseph’s history during an interview in 1841 (pp. 241–42). Hearsay that fails to mention the ﬁrst
vision becomes Palmer’s evidence that the event did not happen.
When, anticipating divine judgment, William wrote his own recollections in 1883, his stated intention was “to correct the errors instilled into the minds of the people—by the many falsehoods and
misrepresentations that book writers have set aﬂoat concerning the
character of Joseph Smith.” In that account, William Smith strongly
conﬁrms his brother’s own narratives of the ﬁrst vision, adding that
“a more elaborate and accurate description of his vision, however,
will be found in his own [that is, Joseph Smith’s] history.”⁵² That 1883
source—published on pages subsequent to the 1841 account Palmer
cites—is selectively ignored.
Walters challenges the credibility of Joseph Smith’s 1838 account
of his ﬁrst vision by claiming scant evidence of a revival in Palmyra
town in 1819–20. Thus, Walters reasons, the religious anxieties
Joseph reported feeling as a result of that revival must be pretense.
Writing in 1982, Marvin Hill conjectured that perhaps the ﬁrst vision
occurred in the wake of a documented 1824 Palmyra revival, that
Joseph Smith was mistaken chronologically but credible otherwise.⁵³
But both Bushman and Backman have shown that if one listens carefully to Joseph Smith and tests his statements against local history,
Joseph’s accounts are credible.⁵⁴
Joseph never said that he was inﬂuenced by a Palmyra revival.
He wrote that after moving with his family to Manchester, about two
52. William Smith, William Smith on Mormonism (Lamoni, Iowa: Herald, 1883), 3, 9,
quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:493, 496.
53. Marvin S. Hill, “The First Vision Controversy: A Critique and Reconciliation,”
Dialogue 15/2 (1982): 31–46.
54. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism, 53–59; and Backman,
“Awakenings in the Burned-Over District,” 309.
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miles south of Palmyra, “there was in the place where we lived an unusual excitement on the subject of religion” (Joseph Smith—History
1:5). One must force a Palmyra revival into Joseph’s account, which
Palmer does, citing Oliver Cowdery’s 1835 hearsay statement that
a Methodist minister, Reverend George Lane, was in “Palmyra and
vicinity” in 1823 (p. 242). Palmer refers to Palmyra repeatedly, with
virtually no discussion of “the whole district of country” that is the
locus of Joseph Smith’s history (Joseph Smith—History 1:5), apparently unaware that a religious excitement occurred in the region of
Manchester at the time Joseph Smith said it did. Lucy Mack Smith
conﬁrmed that “a great revival in religion” stirred “the surrounding
country in which we resided.”⁵⁵
A contrast is illustrative here. Backman shows that local newspapers regularly featured news of religious revivals throughout the region
of western New York. Narrowly focused, Palmer says simply, “there is
not a single reference to a Palmyra revival between 1818 and 1821 in
any of the major [note the qualifying term] religious periodicals”
(p. 244, emphasis added). But that is not quite right. Backman did ﬁnd
one reference to a Palmyra “revival.” “In June 1820, the Palmyra Register
reported on a Methodist camp meeting in the vicinity of Palmyra because an Irishman, James Couser, died the day after attending the
gathering.”⁵⁶ Otherwise, it seems, the familiar revival customs—even
including an event as public as a camp meeting—hardly seemed newsworthy. Backman’s article gives all the relevant statistical information,
showing how “great multitudes united themselves to the diﬀerent religious parties,” as Joseph Smith said (Joseph Smith—History 1:5). The
groups Joseph Smith mentioned speciﬁcally—Methodists, Baptists, and
Presbyterians—gained signiﬁcant numbers in 1819–20 (Joseph Smith—
History 1:5). Of the 6,500 who became Presbyterians in the United
States in 1820, nearly one-fourth lived in western New York.⁵⁷
55. Lucy Mack Smith, “Lucy Smith History, 1845,” in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:288.
56. Backman, “Awakenings in the Burned-Over District,” 309.
57. Ibid., 317.
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Joseph Smith said that this excitement “commenced with the
Methodists” (Joseph Smith—History 1:5). In July 1919, Methodists
of the Genesee Conference assembled at Vienna (now Phelps), well
within walking distance of the Smith farm. The Reverend George
Lane and perhaps a hundred other exhorters were present. One participant remembered the result as a “religious cyclone which swept
over the whole region,” and Joseph Smith may have been in the eye
of the storm.⁵⁸ Joseph’s contemporary and acquaintance Orsamus
Turner reported in his “own recollections” that Joseph caught a “spark
of Methodism” at a camp meeting on the road to Vienna, which must
have occurred between 1819 and 1822.⁵⁹
Joseph Smith’s ﬁrst vision is the best documented theophany in history. Several extant accounts, including Joseph’s ﬁrst attempt at a written history in 1832, have been published by Backman and also by Dean
Jessee.⁶⁰ The polished 1838 account, of course, is canonized in the Latterday Saint Pearl of Great Price. Palmer draws attention to diﬀerences in
the details Joseph recorded in 1832 as compared to 1838. The earlier account (which Palmer quotes at length, leaving out the key introductory
section, in which Joseph claims to have received the priesthood from
angels after the ﬁrst vision), emphasizes a personal quest for salvation.
“I cried unto the Lord for mercy” in the wilderness. A “pillar of light”
brighter than the sun appeared, and Joseph “was ﬁlled with the spirit of
God.” He then “saw the Lord and he spake unto me saying Joseph <my
Son> thy Sins are forgiven thee.” Then follows a summary of other things
58. M. P. Blakeslee, “Note for a History of Methodism in Phelps, 1886,” 7, in newspaper
clippings and histories, 1883–1911 (Perry Collections), quoted in Backman, “Awakenings in
the Burned-Over District,” 308. For a discussion of this issue, see Larry C. Porter, review of
Inventing Mormonism: Tradition and the Historical Record, by H. Michael Marquardt and
Wesley P. Walters, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 7/1 (1995): 126–36.
59. Orsamus Turner, History of the Pioneer Settlement of Phelps and Gorham’s Purchase
and Morris’ Reserve . . . (Rochester, N.Y.: Alling, 1852), 214. Richard L. Anderson evaluates Turner’s credibility as a witness in “Circumstantial Conﬁrmation of the First Vision
through Reminiscences,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 376–81.
60. See, for example, Backman, Joseph Smith’s First Vision; Dean C. Jessee, “The
Early Accounts of Joseph Smith’s First Vision,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 275–94; Personal
Writings of Joseph Smith; and Jessee, Papers of Joseph Smith, 2 vols.
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Joseph was told, briefer than but nevertheless consistent with the 1838
account.⁶¹ Assuming (uncharacteristically, but, for once, according to
the canons of traditional historiography) that Joseph’s earliest account is
necessarily the most reliable—particularly since it fails to mention two
divine beings, says nothing about a religious excitement, and is generally
typical of a visionary subculture of Joseph’s era—Palmer concludes that
the 1838 account must be an untrustworthy elaboration. Bushman, however, interpreted this language diﬀerently.
Behind the simplest event are complex motives and many factual
threads conjoining that will receive varying emphasis in diﬀerent
retellings. In all accounts of his early religious experiences, for example, Joseph mentions the search for the true church and a desire for forgiveness. In some accounts he emphasizes one, in some
the other. Similarly, in the earliest record of the ﬁrst vision he attributes his question about the churches to personal study; in the
familiar story written in 1838 or 1839 he credits the revival and
the consequent disputes as raising the issue for him. The reasons
for reshaping the story usually have to do with changes in immediate circumstances. We know that Joseph suﬀered from attacks
on his character around 1834. As he told Oliver Cowdery when
the letters on Joseph’s early experiences were about to be published, enemies had blown up his honest confession of guilt into
an admission of outrageous crimes. Small wonder that afterward
he played down his prayer for forgiveness in accounts of the vision. Such changes do not evidence an uncertainty about the
events, as Mr. Walters [and, following him, Palmer] thinks, as if
Joseph were manufacturing new parts year by year. It is folly to try
to explain every change as the result of Joseph’s calculated eﬀorts
to fabricate a convincing account. One would expect variations in
the simplest and truest story.⁶²
61. Joseph Smith History, 1832, quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:28.
62. Bushman, “First Vision Story Revived,” 83; cf. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the
Beginnings of Mormonism, 49–54.
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Joseph Smith’s accounts of his ﬁrst vision are remarkably consistent. His descriptions are, in fact, portraits of the time and place in
which he lived. Indeed, if Joseph had repeated well-rehearsed statements verbatim from year to year rather than the thoughtful accounts he gave in speciﬁc contexts, historians would rightly ﬁnd him
more calculating and less credible. As it is, Joseph’s testimony compels many to belief—perhaps most notably the British literary scholar
Arthur Henry King, who wrote:
When I was ﬁrst brought to read Joseph Smith’s story, I
was deeply impressed. I wasn’t inclined to be impressed. As
a stylistician, I have spent my life being disinclined to be impressed. So when I read his story, I thought to myself, this is
an extraordinary thing. This is an astonishingly matter-offact and cool account. This man is not trying to persuade me
of anything. He doesn’t feel the need to. He is stating what
happened to him, and he is stating it, not enthusiastically,
but in quite a matter-of-fact way. He is not trying to make
me cry or feel ecstatic. That struck me, and that began to
build my testimony, for I could see that this man was telling
the truth.⁶³
Conclusion
Palmer claims to recapitulate the findings of New Mormon
History, but An Insider’s View is old-fashioned polemics. It is, as
Shipps said, “tendentious in the extreme.” It is a pitiful failure to write
credible history because Palmer fails to obey rules of historical methodology that he simultaneously professes to be inviolable. He cannot,
with any degree of credibility, for instance, pretend Joseph’s 1832 testimony of receiving priesthood from angels does not exist and then
uphold the same document as the authentic record of Joseph’s ﬁrst
vision experience. He concludes An Insider’s View by reviewing his
63. Arthur Henry King, Arm the Children: Faith’s Response to a Violent World (Provo,
Utah: BYU Studies, 1998), 288.
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reasons why Joseph Smith’s claims to having translated ancient records by divine means cannot be true. He similarly dismisses Joseph
Smith’s testimony of the ﬁrst vision, the restoration of priesthood,
and the testimonies of Book of Mormon witnesses. He uncritically
follows Enlightenment ideas of rationality. But at the end of his book,
he does an abrupt about-face and adopts a stance Givens has called
“a strangely irrational position.”⁶⁴ Discarding his Enlightenment
standards, Palmer wants Mormonism to be ineﬀable—like it was in
some imaginary beginning before, he argues, it was ruined by Joseph
and Oliver (pp. 260–61). “I cherish Joseph Smith’s teachings on many
topics,” Palmer concludes, “such as the plan of salvation and his view
that the marriage covenant extends beyond death. Many others could
be enumerated. But when it comes to the founding events, I wonder
if they are trustworthy as history” (p. 261).⁶⁵
Palmer unconvincingly strives to separate the few of Joseph
Smith’s teachings he accepts from the Prophet’s claims to angelic ministrations or translation of actual documents by the gift and power
of God. He wants to keep eternal marriage but jettison priesthood.
He wants Latter-day Saints to emphasize Jesus at the expense of the
revelations attested by Joseph Smith of Jesus Christ. He wishes that
the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints would reorganize like
its cousin, recently rechristened the Community of Christ, so that
“anyone willing to covenant with Christ” may enjoy full fellowship,
“regardless of their belief in the claims of their founding prophet”
(p. 263). This conclusion is the most peculiar part of the book, the
most incongruent.
64. Givens, By the Hand of Mormon, 178: “To consider ‘the historical validity of the
Book of Mormon . . . strangely irrelevant to the experience of ﬁnding spirituality through
the Latter-day Saint scriptural tradition’ is itself a strangely irrational position.” The internal quotation comes from Ian G. Barber, “Beyond the Literalist Constraint: Personal
Reﬂections on Mormon Scripture and Religious Interpretation,” Sunstone, October 1997,
22, and reﬂects a viewpoint essentially identical to Palmer’s.
65. Givens ably deals with this theme in “ ‘This Great Modern Abomination’: Orthodoxy and Heresy in American Religion,” in Viper on the Hearth: Mormons, Myths, and the
Construction of Heresy (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1997), 82–93.
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Palmer approvingly quotes a declaration by Joseph Smith in
1838: “The fundamental principles of our religion is the testimony of
the apostles and prophets concerning Jesus Christ, ‘that he died, was
buried, and rose again the third day, and ascended up into heaven’;
and all other things are only appendages to these” (p. 261).⁶⁶ Can it
be that neither Palmer nor his editors recognized this inconsistency?
How could one who distrusts the claims of Joseph Smith based on
Enlightenment standards of rationality accept the testimony of Peter
or Paul of a risen Christ? As Givens demonstrated, “the protest against
Mormonism turns out to be, in the ﬁnal analysis, much the same as
the Enlightenment’s protest against Christianity itself.”⁶⁷ If, as Palmer
asserts, “there is no evidence that he [Joseph Smith] ever translated a
document as we would understand that phrase” (p. 259), what evidence
exists that Jesus “rose again the third day”? If the Book of Mormon can
be attributed to the creativity of an observant nineteenth-century farmer,
cannot the New Testament be dismissed even more easily as the creation of first-century Jews? Cannot Paul’s experience on the road to
Damascus be dismissed far more easily than the eyewitness testimonies of eight men who hefted the Book of Mormon plates and three
men who claimed to their deathbeds that a heavenly messenger displayed the same plates to them? Here Palmer partakes of an old, oftrepeated eﬀort to debunk Mormonism, precisely because Mormonism
demystifies the ineffable and forces choice. As Terryl Givens wrote,
“Mormonism’s radicalism can thus be seen as its refusal to endow its
own origins with mythic transcendence, while endowing those origins
with universal import since they represent the implementation of the
fullest gospel dispensation ever. The eﬀect of this unﬂinching primitivism, its resurrection of original structures and practices, is nothing
short of the demystiﬁcation of Christianity itself.”⁶⁸
66. Quoted from Joseph Smith Jr., answers to questions, Elders Journal 1/3 (July
1838): 44. The portion in single quotation marks is reminiscent of the wording of several of the Catholic and Protestant creeds familiar in Joseph Smith’s day. Compare also
1 Corinthians 15:3–4; D&C 20:23–24.
67. Givens, Viper on the Hearth, 93.
68. Ibid., 83.
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In contrast to Palmer, Bushman proposes a philosophically consistent way to know: “I hold to my beliefs not because of the evidence or
the arguments but because I ﬁnd our Mormon truth good and yearn
to install it at the center of my life. After losing many followers when
he taught an especially hard doctrine, Jesus asked his disciples, ‘Will ye
also go away? Then Simon Peter answered him, Lord, to whom shall
we go? thou hast the words of eternal life’ (John 6:67–68). The truth we
have is truth to live by.”⁶⁹ The truth of which Bushman speaks is also
irreducibly historical. It is necessarily grounded on actual gold plates
revealed by a resurrected inhabitant of ancient America whose Near
Eastern colleagues restored priesthood authority to Joseph Smith Jr.
beginning on 15 May 1829 near Harmony, Pennsylvania.
Historicity is the crux of Palmer’s problem. In a genuinely moving passage (the most autobiographically revealing one in a confessional book), Palmer relates, “I was about fourteen years old when
I heard [Congressman Douglas R. Stringfellow] speak, and it was a
truly inspiring experience” (p. 132). Indeed, when this formative episode, which Palmer received as a completely factual recital (based on
feelings that he and others attributed to the Holy Ghost), was later
shown to be a fabrication, seeds of doubt sprouted. Similar experiences later eroded his faith more, until he rejected as unreliably subjective the experiences of goodness of which Bushman speaks, shifting his faith to Enlightenment rationalism as the way to discern truth.
“Is something true because I and others ﬁnd it edifying?” (p. 131), he
wonders plaintively, lamenting his youthful vulnerability and failure to discern between a sensational yarn and the work of the Holy
Spirit. Now seasoned and skeptical, Palmer wonders whether there is
any diﬀerence. Still he clings tenaciously, if irrationally, to a thread of
faith in revelation. But in doing so, he fails to discern that one cannot
aim Enlightenment skepticism at the historical claims of the restoration and then propose as an antidote a pragmatic embrace of “the testimony of the prophets and apostles concerning Jesus Christ” (p. 261).
Early converts understood and explained why. Eli Gilbert wrote of the
69. Bushman, “Social Dimensions of Rationality,” 77.
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Book of Mormon: “I gave it a close reading. And it bore hard upon my
favorite notions of universal salvation. I read it again, and again with
close attention and prayer. I examined the proof; the witnesses, and all
other testimony, and compared it with that of the bible, (which book I
verily thought I believed,) and found the two books mutually and reciprocally corroborate each other; and if I let go the book of Mormon,
the bible might also go down by the same rule.”⁷⁰
William McLellin asked Hyrum Smith to baptize him on 20
August 1831, a month after meeting David Whitmer, who “bore testimony to having seen an Holy Angel who had made known the truth
of this record to him.” Compelled, McLellin closed his school and followed the Mormon missionaries to Missouri. He met Martin Harris
and, on 19 August 1831, “took Hiram the brother of Joseph and we
went into the woods and set down and talked together about 4 hours.
I inquired into the particulars of the coming forth of the record, of the
rise of the church and of its progress and upon the testimonies given to
him.” McLellin writes that the next day “I rose early and betook myself
to earnest prayr to God to direct me into truth; and from all the light
that I could gain by examinations searches and researches I was bound
as an honest man to acknowledge the truth and Validity of the book of
Mormon and also that I had found the people of the Lord.”⁷¹
Samuel Smith, another Book of Mormon witness, later served
a mission with McLellin after a call received in a revelation that
McLellin requested of Joseph, secretly testing Joseph to see whether
he could discern the answers to five questions known only to
McLellin and God (D&C 66). This intimate contact with Book of
Mormon witnesses, whose testimonies McLellin solicited and examined, combined with the receipt of revealed answers to McLellin’s
questions, was powerful evidence to him that Joseph Smith translated
by the gift of God. McLellin later disobeyed one of the command70. Eli Gilbert to the editor, 24 September 1834, Messenger and Advocate 1 (October
1834): 10. For another example, see Milo Andrus, Autobiography of Milo Andrus 1779–
1875, Perry Collections; and Benjamin Brown, Testimonies for the Truth (Liverpool:
Richards, 1853), 3–9.
71. Shipps and Welch, Journals of William E. McLellin, 29, 33.
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ments revealed in answer to his request—“commit not adultery”
(D&C 66:10)—and was cut oﬀ from the church. He spent many of his
remaining years searching for ways to discredit Joseph Smith, probably to minimize cognitive dissonance. It is these eﬀorts that Palmer
emphasizes (pp. 224–25, 247).⁷²
Palmer is silent on McLellin’s dogged conviction that Joseph
Smith translated the Book of Mormon and received divine revelations.
Speaking of his personal experience with Joseph as he received that
revelation for McLellin on 25 October 1831, McLellin declared in print
in 1848, ten years after his ﬁnal excommunication: “I now testify in the
fear of God, that every question which I had thus lodged in the ears of
the Lord of Sabbaoth, were answered to my full and entire satisfaction.
I desired it for a testimony of Joseph’s inspiration. And I to this day
consider it to me an evidence which I cannot refute.”⁷³ That testimony,
absent from Palmer’s book, is located just pages from a Hiram Page
statement Palmer manipulated to compromise Page’s witness of the
Book of Mormon plates (see ﬁg. 1 on pages 304–5).⁷⁴ In 1880 McLellin
reaﬃrmed his 1831 conviction of the Book of Mormon:
When I thoroughly examine a subject and settle my mind,
then higher evidence must be introduced before I change. I
have set to my seal that the Book of Mormon is a true, divine
record and it will require more evidence than I have ever
seen to ever shake me relative to its purity I have read many
“Exposes.” I have seen all their arguments. But my evidences
are above them all! . . .

continued on p. 306

72. For a study of McLellin’s conversion and excommunication, see Steven C. Harper,
“Drawing Lessons from a Life: William McLellin 1831–1832,” in Lives of the Saints:
Writing Mormon Biography and Autobiography, ed. Jill Mulvay Derr (Provo, Utah: Joseph
Fielding Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History, 2002), 77–82.
73. William E. McLellin, response to J. Tyler on succession to First Presidency, Ensign
of Liberty of the Church of Christ 1/4 (January 1848): 61.
74. Hiram Page to Bro. William, Ensign of Liberty of the Church of Christ 1/4 (January
1848): 64.

Of the eight signatories, only three individually reported
that they saw and touched the records. A fourth, Hiram Page,
curiously mentioned neither handling nor seeing plates. He
said that he could not deny “what I saw. To say . . . that [I did
not see] those holy Angels who came and showed themselves
to me as I was walking through the ﬁeld . . . would be treating
the God of heaven with contempt.” (p. 205)
Here one can see how Palmer manipulates evidence. In the actual
statement, Page conﬁrms that his 1830 testimony as it appears in each
copy of the Book of Mormon is both true and consistent with his position
in 1847, by which time he was antagonistic toward Joseph Smith. Page’s
integrity would not allow anything else. Being familiar with Joseph and
his capabilities, Page is sure that Joseph Smith could not have composed
the Book of Mormon without divine help. Finally, Page says, his experience of hefting the plates and his certainty that Joseph Smith was not the
author of the Book of Mormon were conﬁrmed by ministering angels.
Palmer elides the Page statement to make it appear that he never saw the
plates and that a misplaced faith in angels compromises Page’s credibility.
But Page’s actual testimony is multifaceted, emphatic, and emasculated by
Palmer’s highly selective cut-and-paste act.

Figure 1. Hiram Page’s testimony as it appeared in Ensign of Liberty of the Church of Christ
1/4 (January 1848): 64 (left). Compare the outlined text with Palmer’s elision (above).
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When a man goes at the Book of M. he touches the apple
of my eye. He ﬁghts against truth—against purity—against
light—against the purist, or one of the truest, purist books on
earth. I have more conﬁdence in the Book of Mormon than
any book of this wide earth!⁷⁵
As Bushman asserts and as early converts who interviewed Book
of Mormon witnesses testify, “a more persuasive argument can be
made for belief in God and Christ through the Book of Mormon
than through any of the arguments of conventional Christianity.”⁷⁶
Then why was An Insider’s View written? It certainly will not
serve Palmer’s stated “hope for a greater focus on Jesus Christ in our
Sunday meetings” (p. 263). To the degree that a “lingering distrust” of
history not sanctioned by the Church of Jesus Christ exists (p. viii),
this book will exacerbate it, not cure it. Is it possible that Palmer is
so naïve as to imagine that attacking Joseph Smith’s theophany, reception of priesthood at the hands of resurrected angels, tutelage
by a messenger sent from the presence of God, and divinely aided
translation of an authentically ancient record will endear his work
to mainstream Latter-day Saints or win the support of church leaders? If so, surely his astute “colleagues” at Signature Books could have
disabused him (p. xii). Perhaps, though, they intended to exploit his
status with the Church Educational System to push their agenda under a sophistic guise. The book will appeal to those already dissatisﬁed with Latter-day Saint faith for reasons other than its historical
claims. Suspicious of church leaders and seeking salve for cognitive
dissonance, this group is a good audience for what Shipps described
as tendentious history written by those who share the need to address
anxieties that stem from abandoning faith. This is true regardless of
their employment, church membership status, or calling, all of which
are featured prominently on and in the book, concealing the mes75. William E. McLellin to James T. Cobb, Independence, Missouri, 14 August 1880,
Manuscripts Collection, New York Public Library, quoted in Porter, “Man of Diversity,” 291.
76. Bushman, “Social Dimensions of Rationality,” 71.
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sage behind a seemingly trustworthy messenger. Palmer’s book will
reassure the self-assessment of this demographic and may meet its
author’s psychological needs, but to scholars it provides “evidence of
what can happen when the religious basis of personal identity is shattered.”⁷⁷ The book bespeaks incongruity. It feigns objectivity. It deﬁnes incredibility. As Shipps indicated, when one’s motive for writing
history is an identity crisis engendered by forsaken faith, the result is
intensely revealing—though, alas, for this very self-serving reason, it
is not trustworthy history.

77. Shipps, “Remembering, Recovering, and Inventing,” 180.

A One-sided View of Mormon Origins
Mark Ashurst-McGee

To Latter-day Saints there can be no objection to the careful
and critical study of the scriptures, ancient or modern, provided
only that it be an honest study—a search for truth.
John A. Widtsoe¹
Thoughts and expressions compete in the marketplace of
thought, and in that competition truth emerges triumphant.
Hugh B. Brown²

I

n the new Signature Books publication An Insider’s View of Mormon
Origins, Grant Palmer, a retired instructor from the Church
Educational System (CES) of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
1. John A. Widtsoe, In Search of Truth: Comments on the Gospel and Modern Thought
(Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1963), 80 (1930 ed., 81); quoted in Grant H. Palmer, An
Insider’s View of Mormon Origins (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 39.
2. Hugh B. Brown, An Abundant Life: The Memoirs of Hugh B. Brown, ed. Edwin B.
Firmage (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1988), 137–38, quoted in Palmer, Insider’s View,
xi. Hereafter, references to Palmer’s book will appear in parentheses in the text.

Review of Grant H. Palmer. An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.
Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. xiii + 281 pp., with selected
bibliography and index. $24.95.
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Saints, writes for a lay audience on the intensely controversial history of
Mormonism’s founding events. To this audience, Palmer projects both
sincerity and sensitivity. “Lest there be any question,” he writes, “let me
say that my intent is to increase faith, not to diminish it.” Nevertheless,
he quickly reminds us that “faith needs to be built on truth—what is, in
fact, true and believable” (p. ix). From this overarching intent, Palmer
derives two speciﬁc purposes for writing the book.
The ﬁrst of these stated objectives is “to introduce church members who have not followed the developments in church history
during the last thirty years to issues that are central to the topic of
Mormon origins” (p. x). Thus Palmer carries on in the role of educator, oﬀering to serve as a faithful guide to the ordinary Latter-day
Saint who would like to learn more about the new discoveries in early
Mormon history.
This brings us to the book’s curious title. To what group is Palmer
an “insider,” and why does that perspective matter? The title apparently
refers to his career as an instructor in the CES. But one may question
whether Palmer’s career as a gospel teacher furnishes him with more
knowledge of “Mormon origins” than could be obtained by an “outsider.” This is demonstrably not the case. Moreover, other “insiders”
do not view things the way Palmer does. So what is really at work in
the book’s title? Essentially, it is a piece of disingenuous advertising. It
intends to present Palmer as a seasoned gospel teacher who will shepherd those who wish to learn more about the origins of their faith.³
The prospects for learning at Palmer’s feet sound promising indeed. He encourages the reader to come and partake of the knowledge that is now available:
We now have a body of authentic, reliable documents and a
near-consensus on many of the details. From this base, the
overall picture of Mormon origins begins to unfold. This pic3. In fairness to Palmer, he did not compose the title. He explains that Signature
Books changed the title “for sales purposes” at www.signaturebooks.com/excerpts/
insider’s2.htm (accessed 28 January 2003).
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ture is much diﬀerent from what we hear in the modiﬁed versions that are taught in Sunday school. But demythologized—
placed in its original time and place, amid all the twists and
turns that exist in the real world—it rings true. (p. ix)
For the uninitiated, An Insider’s View claims to offer “an entirely
new and exciting perspective” of what really happened at the very
beginning, “before everything was recast for hierarchical and proselyting purposes” (p. ix). In Palmer’s own words: “I hope my survey
will be enlightening and useful to anyone who has wanted to understand what has been termed the New Mormon History” (p. x).
Historian D. Michael Quinn ﬁnds the essence of the New Mormon
History in its “effort to avoid using history as a religious battering
ram.”⁴ Before the flowering of the New Mormon History in the late
twentieth century, historical treatments of things Mormon were, as a
rule, polemic—whether written for or against the church and its beliefs. The history oﬀered by Palmer falls squarely within the polemical
tradition of the old Mormon history. He provides only one side of the
issues and presents them according to his own agenda.
Palmer’s second stated objective in writing is more personal: “I
would like church members to understand historians and religion
teachers like myself.” Implicitly, he asks readers not to put the book
down if the history they ﬁnd therein seems unfamiliar or disturbing. “When I or my colleagues talk or write about the LDS past,” he
explains, “we tend to avoid superlatives that members expect when
hearing a recital of our history.” He notes a common reaction of
church members to the New Mormon History, which is to “assume
that we have secularized the story.” But Palmer insists that this is not
fair. “In truth,” he declares, “we are salvaging the earliest, authentic
versions of these stories” (p. x).
Any historian writing to a Latter-day Saint audience would share
Palmer’s concern, and he wisely takes the time to psychologically
4. D. Michael Quinn, ed., The New Mormon History: Revisionist Essays on the Past
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992), viii.
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prepare the Latter-day Saint reader for his view of what took place
in the decade before the church was organized. Palmer also gives the
reader fair warning in his preface that evidence for many of the traditional foundational stories is “either nonexistent or problematic”
(p. xii). But Palmer would have been more forthright to have divulged the full intent of his argumentation from the very beginning.
The book labors to completely discredit the integrity of the foundational claims upon which the faith of the Saints rests. An Insider’s
View teaches us that Joseph Smith never really saw the Father and
the Son, that he borrowed his story about Moroni from a book, that
he based the Book of Mormon on ideas from his own time, that he
put together a fake set of metal plates, and that he never received
priesthood from angels.
A straightforward statement of my position is likewise called for.
As a historian, I ﬁnd that the book fails to follow the basic standards
of historical methodology. As a believing Latter-day Saint scholar,
I perceive alternative interpretations of the founding events that
Palmer neglects to consider or even acknowledge. Reviewing the entire book, chapter by chapter, an open-minded reader may ﬁnd that,
in most cases, interpretations favorable to the integrity of Joseph
Smith and his revelations are as reasonable as or even more reasonable than those presented by Palmer. In this overview, I will not cover
every single point of controversy but will address the central thesis of
each chapter. I will also highlight some of the new ideas that Palmer
has worked into this generally secondary study.

Joseph Smith as Translator/Revelator
An Insider’s View is essentially a sustained attack on the Book
of Mormon, which Joseph Smith himself had identiﬁed as “the keystone of our religion.”⁵ Palmer attempts to expose what he perceives
as Smith’s real motives and methods for producing the book, to identify the cultural resources that he drew upon for the content of the
5. History of the Church, 4:461.
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plates and the story of how he found them, and to explain why the
testimonies of the men who claimed to have seen the plates are unreliable. To this multifaceted attack on the Book of Mormon, Palmer
tacks on two chapters that cover the ﬁrst vision and the restoration of
the priesthood.
In the opening chapter, Palmer surveys various episodes in which
Joseph Smith acted as a “translator.” Palmer seeks to understand what
can be meant by that term as used by Smith and his associates and
thereby to “consider what we can conclude about the way in which
the Book of Mormon was dictated” (p. 1). He begins this survey with
an examination of the Book of Mormon translation itself.
The Book of Mormon
Palmer notes his objection to images of Joseph Smith translating
by looking intently and studiously at the plates, as any secular translator would do. Latter-day Saints commonly believe that Smith translated
by looking at the plates through the Urim and Thummim—an instrument resembling a pair of spectacles—but Latter-day Saint artists have
apparently not known how to illustrate this or have felt uncomfortable
depicting it. Actually, Smith apparently translated most of the Book
of Mormon by using a seer stone. Palmer emphasizes the eyewitness
accounts of this method such as that given by Smith’s brother-in-law
Michael Morse, who described Smith “placing the Seer Stone in the
crown of a hat, then putting his face into the hat, so as to entirely cover
his face” (p. 2).⁶ This evokes an image even less familiar—and one that
Joseph Smith’s critics often relish. It is graphically represented in the
book (p. 3, ﬁg. 2). While the image may seem strange today, there is
no functional diﬀerence between Smith looking into a single seer stone
and looking through a pair of ancient seer stones bound together by a
frame like spectacles. The point is that the special stones allowed Smith
to see things that he would not ordinarily be able to see (see Mosiah
6. Michael Morse, interview by William W. Blair, in letter to the editor, Saints
Herald, 15 June 1879, 191.
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8:16–18). Evidence from the original manuscript aﬃrms the accounts
given by those present during the process that the words of the English
translation appeared to Smith in the stones, and he then dictated them
to a scribe.⁷ As Palmer succinctly puts it, Smith “was a reader rather
than a translator” (p. 5).
Palmer asserts that Joseph Smith must have been reading from
the Bible as well. In fact, Palmer provides another illustration to
make a mental impression on his readers. This graphic depicts Oliver
Cowdery transcribing as Joseph Smith reads to him from a Bible lying open on a desk (p. 84, ﬁg. 19). Palmer had objected to Latter-day
Saint illustrations of Smith translating without a seer stone because
such an image “is not supported by what Joseph Smith’s scribes and
other witnesses said” (p. 2). I question Palmer’s illustration on the
same grounds but remain open to the possibility that Joseph Smith
consulted the Bible as a tool in the translation process.
This, however, does not require that one view the Book of Mormon
translation in the way that Palmer presents it. Many Latter-day Saint
scholars believe that when Joseph encountered material in the plates
that mirrored biblical passages, the Lord revealed them in King James
English. A revelation dictated by Smith in the early years of the church
explains that the Lord gives revelation to his servants “in their weakness, after the manner of their language, that they might come unto
understanding” (D&C 1:24). Some Latter-day Saint scholars are even
comfortable with the idea that when Joseph Smith came upon passages
in the golden plates that paralleled material in the Bible, he used the
wording from the King James Version of the Bible to present them. A
version of this theory presented a century ago by the inﬂuential Book
of Mormon scholar and General Authority B. H. Roberts was published in the oﬃcial church periodical of the time.⁸
7. Royal Skousen, “Translating the Book of Mormon: Evidence from the Original
Manuscript,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited: The Evidence for Ancient Origins,
ed. Noel B. Reynolds (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1997), 61–93.
8. “Bible Quotations in the Book of Mormon; and Reasonableness of Nephi’s
Prophecies: Letters of Inquiry from an Investigator, and a Reply Thereto by B. H. Roberts,”
Improvement Era, January 1904, 179–96.
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The Joseph Smith Translation of the Bible
Palmer next treats Joseph Smith’s revision of the Bible, which
Smith himself called the “new translation.”⁹ Believing that the Bible
as it had been transmitted through the ages was a corrupted version of the scriptures, Smith changed a number of passages. Palmer
questions the historical authenticity of Smith’s revisions because
none were conﬁrmed by the Dead Sea Scrolls discovered in 1947,
which “provided us with Hebrew manuscripts for all of the Old
Testament (except Esther) that are a thousand years earlier than
any previously known (100 b.c.)” (p. 11). This misrepresents the viability of the scrolls for testing Smith’s revisions. Texts of the Old
Testament books have survived among the Dead Scrolls mostly in
fragments or in commentaries, not as complete books. Moreover,
most scholars believe that the Old Testament scriptures had been
altered centuries before the scribes at Qumran copied the Dead Sea
Scrolls. So whether Smith restored original textual material may not
be detectable.
Moreover, Smith did not necessarily consider all his revisions
bound to any text, ancient or modern. Some of his changes were apparently made as direct revelations of historical events or as additions
of new details that never had been recorded. In a quite diﬀerent revision, Smith noted in his new translation that the word unicorns as
given in Isaiah 34:7 KJV was “Re-em,” Hebrew for wild ox. He evidently made this change during or after his study of the Hebrew language in the winter of 1835–36, and the inscription of the Hebrew
word suggests that he understood and acknowledged that the change
was made not by revelation but from his study of Hebrew. Finally,
there is a class of revisions consisting of punctuation, word choice,
clariﬁcation, and harmonization for which it seems Smith was merely
providing a “plainer translation.” In fact, he never claimed that all his
9. Robert J. Matthews, “A Plainer Translation”: Joseph Smith’s Translation of the Bible;
A History and Commentary (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1985), 12–13.

316 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

revisions resulted from revelation.¹⁰ Palmer’s simplistic criticism of
Smith’s Bible revisions assumes that the revisions are all of a kind.
The Book of Abraham
Smith’s interpretations of the Egyptian papyri that he acquired
while in Kirtland receive a similar simplistic treatment. Some of the
extant papyri have been translated by professional Egyptologists, but
they do not yield the Book of Abraham text given by Smith.¹¹ Palmer
states ﬂatly that the extant papyri were the source used by Smith for
the Book of Abraham translation (p. 12). A vigorous argument for this
position can and has been made¹² but has not amounted to a closed
case. The material from which Joseph Smith translated the Book of
Abraham may be among the papyri that are missing or destroyed.¹³ In
contrast, there is near certainty that Smith interpreted three illustrations from the papyri that are extant in the original or in printed facsimile. Smith’s publication of the Book of Abraham included facsimiles of these illustrations, accompanied by an “explanation.”¹⁴ Citing the
10. Matthews, “A Plainer Translation,” 213, 233–53. See also Kent P. Jackson and Peter M.
Jasinski, “The Process of Inspired Translation: Two Passages Translated Twice in the Joseph
Smith Translation of the Bible,” BYU Studies 42/2 (2003): 35–64. For Smith’s use of the expression “plainer translation,” see Joseph Smith, “Journeying,” to “the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter Day Saints,” Nauvoo, Illinois, 6 September 1842, page 6, in Revelations Collection,
Family and Church History Department Archives, The Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day
Saints (hereafter Church Archives), Salt Lake City, Utah (compare D&C 128:18).
11. See Robert K. Ritner, “The ‘Breathing Permit of Hôr’ Thirty-Four Years Later,”
Dialogue 33/4 (2000): 97–119; and Michael Rhodes, The Hor Book of Breathings: A
Translation and Commentary (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2002).
12. See, for example, the popularized version presented in Charles M. Larson, . . . By
His Own Hand upon Papyrus: A New Look at the Joseph Smith Papyrus (Grand Rapids:
Institute for Religious Research, 1992).
13. See John Gee, “Eyewitness, Hearsay, and Physical Evidence of the Joseph Smith
Papyri,” in The Disciple as Witness: Essays on Latter-day Saint History and Doctrine in Honor
of Richard Lloyd Anderson, ed. Stephen D. Ricks, Donald W. Parry, and Andrew H. Hedges
(Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000), 188–92; Michael D. Rhodes, “Why doesn’t the translation of the
Egyptian papyri found in 1967 match the text of the Book of Abraham in the Pearl of Great
Price?” I Have a Question, Ensign, July 1988, 51.
14. Times and Seasons 3/9 (1 March 1842): 703; 3/10 (15 March 1842): insert; 3/14
(16 May 1842): 783–84.
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work of Stephen E. Thompson, Palmer claims that Egyptologists have
dismissed Smith’s interpretations of the facsimiles as well (p. 19).¹⁵
But Palmer pays no attention to the work of Hugh Nibley or Michael
Rhodes that has found remarkable parallels between the Egyptian content in the facsimiles and Smith’s explanations of them.¹⁶
At ﬁrst, one might expect that either all or none of Smith’s explanations would agree with a modern interpretation of the facsimiles.
Why would some of Smith’s explanations parallel modern interpretations and others not? If the illustrations Smith acquired contained
any elements with an intellectual pedigree reaching back to Abraham,
his “explanation” could actually be something of a restoration of original ideas communicated by Abraham when in Egypt. In some form
or another, however indirect, these teachings may stand behind the
illustrations in the papyri that Smith acquired.¹⁷ This is not an ad hoc
reconstruction. It is a plausible explanation suggested by the precedent of Joseph Smith’s “translation” of the King James Version of the
Bible, wherein he took a corrupted version of an original record of
events and restored original textual material or even historical information that was never recorded. Palmer, however, does not consider
Smith’s translations on their own terms. He attacks simplistic and historically inaccurate perceptions of what the translations are instead of
what Joseph Smith most likely understood them to be.
Returning to the text of the Book of Abraham, Palmer identiﬁes
the Bible as source material:
The primary source for chapters 2, 4, and 5 of Abraham is
Genesis 1, 2, 11 (vv. 28–29), and 12. Sixty-six out of seventy-seven
verses in this section of Abraham (86 percent) are quotations
15. Stephen E. Thompson, “Egyptology and the Book of Abraham,” Dialogue 28/1
(1995): 143–52.
16. See Hugh Nibley, “The Facsimiles of the Book of Abraham,” Sunstone, December
1979, 49–51; Nibley, “Figure 6 of Facsimile 2” (FARMS paper, 1995); Michael D. Rhodes,
“A Translation and Commentary of the Joseph Smith Hypocephalus,” BYU Studies 17/3
(1977): 259–74; and Rhodes, “The Joseph Smith Hypocephalus . . . Seventeen Years Later”
(FARMS paper, 1994).
17. See John Gee, A Guide to the Joseph Smith Papyri (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2000), 30.
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or close paraphrases of KJV wording. The few Hebrew names
and words in the Abraham text reﬂect Joseph’s study under the
Hebrew scholar Joshua Seixas in Kirtland, Ohio, during the
winter of 1835–36. The diﬀerences between these Genesis and
Abraham chapters appear to be Joseph’s “targumizing” (interpreting or paraphrasing) of the Bible. (p. 19)¹⁸
The example of “targumizing” given by Palmer is the plurality of
gods that appears in the Book of Abraham’s creation narrative
(pp. 19–21). He concludes that the parallel material in the Book of
Abraham is entirely a product of Smith’s developing theology.
Again, Palmer is unwilling to take Smith’s translations on their
own terms or to consider other plausible reconstructions that are
consistent with Latter-day Saint belief. Applying B. H. Roberts’s
theory that Smith utilized the King James Version when translating the Book of Mormon, one would expect, by the same rule, that
Smith used the King James Version in his translation of the Book
of Abraham when he came upon parallel material. Moreover, if by
this point in his life Smith had studied Hebrew and had begun to
critically assess the work of the King James translators, it would be
reasonable to expect him to use his training to improve the translation by secular means—as he did in his new translation of the Bible.
Thus his use of the King James Version in the Book of Abraham
translation would naturally have been informed by his study under Joshua Seixas, the instructor of the Kirtland Hebrew School.
Why would Smith have followed the King James Version’s singular
“God” after he had learned that the “-im” at the end of “Elohim”
generally denoted a plural?¹⁹ At the same time, such “targumizing”
would not exclude the possibilities of revisions based on inspiration
18. Compare the work of Louis C. Zucker, “Joseph Smith as a Student of Hebrew,”
Dialogue 3/2 (1968): 41–55; and Michael T. Walton, “Professor Seixas, the Hebrew Bible,
and the Book of Abraham,” Sunstone, March/April 1981, 41–43.
19. See The Words of Joseph Smith: The Contemporary Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses
of the Prophet Joseph, ed. Andrew F. Ehat and Lyndon W. Cook (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 1980), 379 (16 June 1844); and Walton, “Professor Seixas,” 41–43.
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as well. Critics may object that such a reconstruction does not allow for Smith’s translations to be tested. This is an understandable
complaint but one that has nothing to do with whether or not the
reconstruction is historically plausible. In the Book of Mormon and
Book of Abraham debates, scholars on both sides are challenged (as
are scholars in many areas of academic inquiry) with ﬁnding testable hypotheses. Palmer does not even hint at the complicated nature of such issues.
As for the content of the Book of Abraham and parallels drawn
to ancient Egypt, Palmer merely criticizes the well-known but relatively early work of Hugh Nibley (p. 16). He does not address the
recent scholarship of Michael Rhodes, John Gee, John Tvedtnes, or
others in this area.²⁰ Palmer presents parallels between extrabiblical data in the Book of Abraham and the Abrahamic traditions
available in Joseph Smith’s world (pp. 37–38) but never acknowledges those elements of the Book of Abraham that ﬁnd support in
ancient traditions unavailable in Smith’s world.²¹ Palmer supplies
some impressive parallels between the astronomical data in the
Book of Abraham and astronomical ideas available in nineteenthcentury America (pp. 21–25), yet he fails to mention the parallels
between the Book of Abraham and astronomical ideas available in
Abraham’s time and place.²²
20. See, for example, Rhodes, “Joseph Smith Hypocephalus”; John Gee and Stephen D.
Ricks, “Historical Plausibility: The Historicity of the Book of Abraham as a Case Study,”
in Historicity and the Latter-day Saint Scriptures, ed. Paul Y. Hoskisson (Provo, Utah: BYU
Religious Studies Center, 2001), 63–98; Gee, Guide to the Joseph Smith Papyri; Gee, “Eyewitness,
Hearsay, and Physical Evidence”; and John A. Tvedtnes, Brian M. Hauglid, and John Gee,
comps. and eds., Traditions about the Early Life of Abraham (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2001).
21. For example, Pharaoh allowed Abraham to sit on his throne, Abraham had special stones through which he learned about the stars, and he saw the premortal spirits of
mankind. See Tvedtnes, Hauglid, and Gee, Traditions about the Early Life of Abraham.
22. John Gee, William J. Hamblin, and Daniel C. Peterson, “‘ And I Saw the Stars’:
The Book of Abraham and Ancient Geocentric Astronomy,” in Astronomy, Papyrus, and
Covenant, ed. John Gee and Brian M. Hauglid (Provo, Utah: FARMS, forthcoming).
Daniel C. Peterson’s presentation of this paper at the symposium “The Book of Abraham:
Astronomy, Papyrus, and Covenant” on 16 October 1999 has been available on videotape.

320 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

The Greek Psalter
Henry Caswall, an Anglican cleric from St. Louis, visited Nauvoo in April 1842. After being shown the Egyptian papyri that had
been acquired in Kirtland, Caswall showed Joseph Smith an old
Greek manuscript of the book of Psalms that he had in his possession. According to Caswall’s account, when he asked Smith what he
thought of it, he replied that the characters looked like Egyptian to
him. Caswall wrote that when he challenged Latter-day Saint apostle
Willard Richards with Smith’s mistaken identiﬁcation, Richards responded that “sometimes Mr. Smith speaks as a prophet, and sometimes as a mere man.”²³ Knowing that Smith had a great interest in
languages and studied them when he could, Richards understood
this, but Caswall failed to grasp the distinction. Apparently Palmer
struggles with the distinction as well. He takes the episode as evidence against Joseph’s ability to translate anything.²⁴
The Kinderhook Plates
In late April 1843, a year after the Caswall episode, Smith was
brought a set of six metal plates that had been dug out of a mound
near Kinderhook, Illinois, downriver from Nauvoo. Unbeknownst to
Smith, the plates had been recently created as a spoof of the golden
plates in order to play a trick on local members of the church. Before
planting them in the earth, the forgers had inscribed meaningless
characters on the plates in order to make them appear like an ancient
record.²⁵ William Clayton, Smith’s clerk, wrote on 1 May 1843 that
23. Henry Caswall, The City of the Mormons: Or, Three Days at Nauvoo, in 1842
(London: n.p., 1842), 43.
24. On the reliability of Caswall’s account, see Hugh Nibley, “The Greek Psalter Mystery or Mr. Caswall Meets the Press,” in Tinkling Symbols and Sounding Brass: The Art
of Telling Tales about Joseph Smith and Brigham Young (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book
and FARMS, 1991), 304–406; and Craig L. Foster, “Henry Caswall: Anti-Mormon
Extraordinaire,” BYU Studies 35/4 (1995–96): 151–52.
25. Stanley B. Kimball, “Kinderhook Plates Brought to Joseph Smith Appear to Be a
Nineteenth-Century Hoax,” Ensign, August 1981, 66–74.
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Joseph Smith had seen the plates and had “translated a portion.”²⁶
Palmer quotes from this journal, as well as from a letter written
the following day by a young woman named Charlotte Haven, who
was staying with Latter-day Saint relatives in Nauvoo. Haven wrote
that she had visited with a man named Joshua Moore, who had the
Kinderhook plates and had shown them to Smith. According to
Haven, Moore said that Smith thought the inscriptions were “similar to [those] in which the Book of Mormon was written, and if Mr.
Moore could leave them, he thought that by the help of revelation he
would be able to translate them.”²⁷
Palmer justiﬁably trusts Clayton but uncritically accepts Haven’s
thirdhand account that Smith might try to translate the plates “by
the help of revelation.” No other primary source pertaining to the
Kinderhook plates episode corroborates this claim. However, the claim
that Smith compared the characters on the Kinderhook plates with the
reformed Egyptian characters from the golden plates ﬁnds some contextual support in the 7 May letter of Parley P. Pratt, who wrote that
the Kinderhook characters had been compared with the characters
from Smith’s Egyptian papyri. On the same day, in the journal Willard
Richards kept for Joseph Smith, Richards recorded that Smith was
“visited by several gentlemen concerning the plates which were dug
out of a mound near quincy[;] sent by W[illia]m Smith to the oﬃce for
Hebrew Bible & Lexicon.”²⁸ Rather than sending for a seer stone or attempting to translate by direct revelation, Smith sent for the linguistic tools that he used in his ordinary study of Hebrew. All of this suggests that Smith took a secular approach to deciphering the plates and
that he did so openly. As the characters on these plates did not convey any genuine meaning, it was impossible for him to have produced
any quantity of actual translation. Apparently he thought he had, but
this would only mean that he made a mistake—something he never
26. Clayton, Nauvoo Journal, 1 May 1843, quoted in James B. Allen, No Toil nor Labor
Fear: The Story of William Clayton (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 2002), 393.
27. Charlotte Haven, letter dated 2 May 1843, in “A Girl’s Letters from Nauvoo,” Overland Monthly 16 (December 1890): 630.
28. Joseph Smith, diary, 7 May 1843, Church Archives.
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thought himself above.²⁹ There is, in fact, no solid evidence that Smith
viewed the “portion” Clayton said he had translated as a revelation
from God or that he presented it as such.³⁰
Palmer wraps up his survey of the various translations with the
conclusion that there is “no substantial evidence to support his claim
to have ever literally translated any document, leaving me to appreciate his writings at face value rather than because of their antiquity”
(p. 36). This assessment fails to make the qualitative diﬀerentiation
between the translations Smith presented as inspired and those he
did not. There is no substantial evidence to support Palmer’s claim
that Smith regarded the process of his translation of either the Book
of Mormon or the Book of Abraham as the term translate is generally understood. Rather, he claimed that these translations were
given to him by the “gift and power of God.”³¹ The underlying issue
is whether Joseph Smith restored ancient truth. The history of Smith’s
translations is far more complicated than Palmer would have his audience believe. Not willing to confront Smith’s translations on their
own terms, he forges ahead through the various translation episodes,
deftly knocking down one straw man after another. In this, the ﬁrst
chapter, Palmer entirely fails to present a balanced survey of either
the relevant literature or the evidence on which it rests.

The Book of Mormon
Authorship
Joseph Smith’s claim that he received the English translation of
an ancient record by the “gift and power of God” serves as a plausible
29. Three months earlier, Smith had explained that “a prophet was a prophet only
when he was acting as such.” History of the Church, 5:265.
30. Mark Ashurst-McGee, “Joseph Smith, the Kinderhook Plates, and the Question of
Revelation,” paper presented at the annual meeting of the Mormon History Association,
Snowbird, Utah, 17–19 May 1996; copy in L. Tom Perry Special Collections, Harold B.
Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah (hereafter Perry Collections).
31. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, sel. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1976), 17; cf. Doctrine and Covenants 135:3.
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explanation for the Book of Mormon narrative. In taking the position that the Book of Mormon is entirely a product of Smith’s mind,
Palmer ﬁnds it necessary to provide an alternative explanation for
how he could have created the book. In addition to oﬀering such an
explanation, Palmer attempts to identify Smith’s motives for producing the book and the sources that he used to do it. His reconstruction
of Smith’s authorship begins with the proposition that the loss of the
initial 116 pages of translation actually turned to Smith’s advantage.
An apprenticeship had been served, and the vision that was
unfolding in Joseph’s mind may have become more clear.
The dictation probably progressed haltingly at ﬁrst, perhaps
as a kind of stream-of-consciousness narrative. Before Oliver
Cowdery became his new scribe in April 1829, the prophet
had had nine months to ponder the details of the plots and
subplots and to ﬂesh out the time line. . . . Over the next eight
months, before the book was published in March 1830, he
had the opportunity to make textual reﬁnements. He thus had
three years to develop, write, and reﬁne the book—six years
from the time he told his family about the project. (pp. 66–67)
Here Palmer provides a fascinating, if problematic, reconstruction of the creation of the Book of Mormon. Had Smith spent six years
developing the intricacies of the story in his mind, it is not impossible that he could have narrated the plotline of the book. This, however, does not explain his ability to dictate the actual text of the book
word for word in the manner conﬁrmed by eyewitness accounts and
by the dictation transcription in the original manuscript of the Book
of Mormon.³² Palmer claims that Joseph Smith had an opportunity to
make “textual reﬁnements” but does not admit that in almost every
case these are minor changes that improve already readable passages.³³
32. Royal Skousen, “Translating the Book of Mormon: Evidence from the Original
Manuscript,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited, 61–93.
33. Ibid., 82–84; Royal Skousen, ed., The Original Manuscript of the Book of Mormon:
Typographical Facsimile of the Extant Text (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2001), 5–7, 13–24.
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Thus, while the Book of Mormon presents a complex and yet consistent narrative involving interwoven subplots and hundreds of personal and place names, perhaps the more challenging problem facing
skeptics is the verbatim dictation of the text. Writers know how much
revision is involved in the writing process and may read the Book of
Mormon prose with this in mind. For those who do not write regularly,
the horriﬁc ﬁrst drafts of Palmer’s book and of this review may stand as
examples.³⁴ To explain away the Book of Mormon, Palmer would have
to argue not only that Smith had fully mastered the complex story line,
but that he had memorized this epic virtually word for word. There
was a class of men in ancient Greece who could recite epics, and some
medieval bards had similar capabilities. While storytelling was a skill
known in early New England, nothing like these older traditions has
been found in Smith’s environment.
Apparently, it is an appreciation of this problem that caused
David Persuitte and Jerald and Sandra Tanner to hypothesize that
Smith was indeed reading, but not from what he saw in a seer stone.
Rejecting a revealed translation, they deduce that he must have been
reading from a set of previously composed crib notes and/or pages
torn from a Bible. But if Smith had his face in a hat, how could he
have seen anything to read except the words that appeared in the seer
stone? Here, the image of Joseph translating with his face buried in
his hat so beloved by critics comes back to haunt them. The Tanners
were forced to conjecture that Joseph let light shine into the hat.³⁵
But the very sources that mention Joseph translating with the stone
in the hat also undermine this reconstruction. David Whitmer explained that Joseph would “put his face in the hat, drawing it closely
34. For an early draft of An Insider’s View, see Grant H. Palmer [Paul Pry Jr., pseudo.],
“New York Mormonism,” Linda Sillitoe Salamander Papers, box 6, folder 7, MS 577,
Manuscripts Division, University of Utah Marriott Library, Salt Lake City (hereafter
Marriott Library); and the Papers of Louis C. Midgley (MSS 2806), Perry Collections. Louis
Midgley, “Prying into Palmer,” also discusses this early draft in this number, pages 365–412.
35. Jerald and Sandra Tanner, Answering Mormon Scholars: A Response to Criticism
of the Book “Covering Up the Black Hole in the Book of Mormon” (Salt Lake City: Utah
Lighthouse Ministry, 1994), 1:160.
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around his face to exclude the light; and in the darkness the spiritual
light would shine.”³⁶ Joseph’s wife Emma recounted that her husband
translated with “his face buried in his hat,” and her brother-in-law
Michael Morse—a translation eyewitness who never sympathized
with Joseph’s religious claims—stated that Joseph placed his face into
the hat “so as to entirely cover his face” (p. 2).³⁷ Apparently confronting this evidence, Persuitte could only speculate that Joseph slipped
notes into the hat and quickly read them before sealing the hat
around his face, or that he had cut a slit in the side of the hat through
which light could come in and illuminate the notes.³⁸
Palmer posits two principal motives for producing the Book
of Mormon. First, Smith wanted to save America from unbelief.
Drawing on the work of Robert Hullinger, Palmer views the Book
of Mormon sermons on faith and its counterheroic anti-Christs
as responses to the challenge to Christianity posed by Deism and
Enlightenment skepticism.³⁹ No mention is made of the fact that
Book of Mormon prophets intended their record to last until the end
of time, that they claimed to have been inspired by a God who knew
the future, or that they delivered a message that is just as relevant in
our day as it was in Joseph Smith’s.
According to Palmer, Smith’s second motive was to unite his family, particularly his parents. His mother had not been able to get his
father to attend church with her, but both parents joined the ﬂedgling church that their son organized on the pattern set down in the
36. A Witness to the Divine Authenticity of the Book of Mormon [David Whitmer],
An Address to All Believers in Christ (Richmond, Mo.: Whitmer, 1887), 12, emphasis added; see also various items in the “David Whitmer Collection,” in Early Mormon
Documents, comp. and ed. Dan Vogel (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1998), part VI:A.
37. Joseph Smith III, notes of interview with Emma Smith Bidamon, February 1879,
Miscellany, RLDS Church Library Archives, Independence, Missouri; as reproduced in
Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:539; Morse as quoted in Palmer, 2; see also Vogel,
Early Mormon Documents, 4:340–44.
38. David Persuitte, Joseph Smith and the Origins of the Book of Mormon, 2nd printing
with corrections (Jeﬀerson, N.C.: McFarland, 1991), 88.
39. Robert N. Hullinger, Joseph Smith’s Response to Skepticism (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1992).
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ﬁnal chapters of the Book of Mormon. This theory has recently been
developed by Dan Vogel⁴⁰ but was pioneered by believing Latter-day
Saint historians who did not ﬁnd that this aspect of the Smiths’ family dynamics outruled the Book of Mormon’s historicity.⁴¹
Finally, Palmer’s chapter on the authorship of the Book of Mormon
introduces his focused criticism on the sources behind the thematic
content of the Book of Mormon. In particular, he singles out the King
James Version of the Bible, early American evangelical Protestantism,
and contemporaneous ideas about the origins of the American Indian
as the intellectual resources informing Smith’s fecund imagination.
Material from the Bible
Palmer’s chapter on the Bible takes as its thesis the following statement from the eminent Bible scholar and theologian Krister Stendahl:
The Book of Mormon . . . shows many of the typical signs
of the Targums [interpretations or paraphrasings] and the
pseudepigraphic recasting of biblical material. The targumic
tendencies are those of clarifying and actualizing translations, usually by expansion and more specific application
to the need and situation of the community. The pseudepigraphic, both apocalyptic and didactic, tend to fill out the
gaps in our knowledge about sacred events, truths, and predictions. (p. 69)⁴²
What Stendahl calls “targums” in the Book of Mormon can be explained in more than one way. For example, the Book of Mormon
prophet Nephi himself explicitly states that he is providing an
40. Dan Vogel, “Joseph Smith’s Family Dynamics,” John Whitmer Historical Association Journal 22 (2002): 51–74.
41. See, for example, Richard L. Bushman, “Joseph Smith’s Family Background,” in
The Prophet Joseph: Essays on the Life and Mission of Joseph Smith, ed. Larry C. Porter and
Susan Easton Black (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1988), 1–18.
42. Quoted from Krister Stendahl, “The Sermon on the Mount and Third Nephi,”
in Reﬂections on Mormonism: Judaeo-Christian Parallels, ed. Truman G. Madsen (Provo,
Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1978), 152.
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interpretation and application of Isaiah—a targum, in Stendahl’s
view (1 Nephi 19:23; 2 Nephi 25:1–6). Thus the Book of Mormon’s
treatment of Isaiah is internally self-consistent. Moreover, Christian
targums of pre-Christian history from the “large plates” of Nephi
may be the result of the editorial hand of the Christian prophet
Mormon, rather than of Joseph Smith, as Palmer assumes.
Many of the parallels between Jesus Christ’s message in the New
Testament and his words to the Book of Mormon peoples may be
explained in a similar fashion. In a rare case of considering the perspectives of faithful Latter-day Saint scholars, Palmer quotes John W.
Welch’s theory that in these cases God may have “projected a text
similar to the [KJV] biblical text through Joseph Smith, or the
power of God brought that text especially to his memory” (p. 84).⁴³
However, Palmer then asks, “If Joseph received these portions of the
Book of Mormon by revelation, why would they include the modern
mistakes as part of that revelation? Why would God reveal to Joseph
Smith a faulty KJV text?” (p. 84). The answer to these questions relates not only to the Book of Mormon but to the entire genre of restoration scripture, where imperfect authors compose imperfect texts
with God’s approbation. The ancient record inscribed on the golden
plates was itself faulty, as was readily acknowledged by the Book of
Mormon authors, who asked their readers not to condemn their mistakes.⁴⁴ These confessions, as well as the mistakes, were not edited
out by God during the translation. The God of Mormon scripture
is more concerned with the transmission of texts conveying salviﬁc
truth through history—narratives of the gospel as lived and recorded
by humans—than with the revelation of a timeless ideal. The King
James Version of the Bible, with all its faults, suﬃced.
The Book of Mormon also includes postexilic biblical material that was not available to the Book of Mormon record keepers.
43. Quoted from John W. Welch, The Sermon at the Temple and the Sermon on the
Mount: A Latter-day Saint Approach (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1990),
136. The passage as quoted in the text reﬂects this original source.
44. Book of Mormon title page; 1 Nephi 19:6; 2 Nephi 33:4, 11; Ether 12:23–40.
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Yet Palmer admits that God could reveal “similar concepts to diﬀerent people at diﬀerent times and that such similarities in theme are
to be expected” (p. 55). Palmer does not seem to comprehend the
degree to which he has essentially surrendered the point in this admission. He asks whether we should expect to ﬁnd parallels “in identical sequences of ideas, phrases, and sentences” (p. 55), but if God
can reveal similar concepts to diﬀerent people at diﬀerent times, and
revealed to Joseph Smith a translation of such concepts in Smith’s
own culturally informed language, this may account for both biblical
doctrines and King James English from any part of the Bible appearing in any part of the Book of Mormon. As the majority of the parallels drawn by Palmer are doctrinal in nature, they may be readily
explained within a theology of revelation inherent in early Latter-day
Saint history and scripture.
However, where such sequences involve not only doctrine but independent historical episodes, they pose a more diﬃcult problem. Palmer
makes a stronger argument with this class of biblical parallels. In particular, Palmer ﬁnds remarkable parallel plot and language in the accounts of the raisings of Lazarus and Lamoni, the conversions of Saul
and Alma, and the decapitations of Laban and Holofernes (pp. 48,
50–51, 55). However, his most extensive treatment of parallel historical material is his comparison of the Israelite and Lehite exoduses
(pp. 74–78). But Latter-day Saint scholars had pointed out these parallels long before, arguing that Nephi was familiar with the Israelite exodus and had interpreted his family’s own journey into the wilderness
from this perspective.⁴⁵ Nephi’s portrayal of his family’s emigration
thus exempliﬁes Stendahl’s theory that the Book of Mormon recasts
45. See, for example, George S. Tate, “The Typology of the Exodus Pattern in the Book
of Mormon,” in Literature of Belief: Sacred Scripture and Religious Experience, ed. Neal E.
Lambert (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1981), 245–62; S. Kent Brown, “The
Exodus Pattern in the Book of Mormon,” BYU Studies 30/3 (1990): 111–26; Terrence L.
Szink, “Nephi and the Exodus,” in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon, ed. John L. Sorenson
and Melvin J. Thorne (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book and FARMS, 1991), 38–51; see also
James E. Faulconer, “Scripture as Incarnation,” in Historicity and the Latter-day Saint
Scriptures, 17–61.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Ashurst-McGee) • 329

biblical accounts, and at the same time it exempliﬁes Palmer’s recurring
failure to adequately address alternative interpretations that are both reasonable and consistent with Book of Mormon historicity.
Evangelical Protestantism
Palmer ﬁnds evidence in the Book of Mormon that Smith borrowed not only from the Bible, but from a specifically Protestant
reading of the Bible. In Palmer’s view, the teachings attributed to the
Book of Mormon prophets who lived before the meridian of time
manifest too much knowledge about Jesus Christ. To a great extent,
the analysis in this chapter begs the question of Book of Mormon historicity. It assumes that these prophets could not have received revelations about the future when the reality of revelation is an inherent
claim in the book’s narrative and in its very existence.
Palmer, however, focuses his analysis on parallels to speciﬁc elements of early American religious culture. He compares stories and
doctrines from the Book of Mormon with frontier revival settings
and preaching styles, contemporaneous conceptions of human depravity and spiritual conversion, and the dynamic religious politics of
the Jacksonian era. Presenting a number of parallels, Palmer argues
that the Book of Mormon derives from Joseph Smith’s religious environment. Together with the treatment of historical parallels from the
Bible, this chapter provides Palmer’s strongest evidence against the
Book of Mormon and includes some of the book’s best argumentation.
However, Palmer’s analysis is ﬂawed because he fails to consider another impressive set of parallels—those between the Book of Mormon
and the ancient religious environment from which it claims to come.
In Palmer’s own estimation, one of the strongest parallels to
American religious culture in the Book of Mormon is King Benjamin’s
famous farewell speech to his people, which Palmer compares to the
setting of an early American frontier revival camp meeting. As an example, Palmer describes a camp meeting held by the Methodists in
1826 near Palmyra, New York. Gathering from miles around, over ten
thousand people came and pitched their tents facing a stand. At this
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meeting, the venerable Bishop M’Kendree delivered a memorable farewell speech. The resemblance to King Benjamin’s farewell speech and
its setting may be granted, but a balanced approach would require considering parallels to the ancient Near East as well.
In fact, though unacknowledged by Palmer, a robust parallel to
the ancient Near East exists. In King Benjamin’s farewell address,
which includes the appointment of his son Mosiah as his royal successor, Latter-day Saint scholars with expertise in the ancient Near
East have discovered elements of ancient coronation ritual and other
parallels with Israelite kingship ideology, as well as parallels to the
covenant-treaty and prophetic lawsuit patterns of Old Testament
prophetic rhetoric and evidence of an Israelite festival setting.⁴⁶
Benjamin’s farewell address does bear some similarity to that given
by Bishop M’Kendree in 1826, but it parallels point by point the
twenty common elements of ancient Near Eastern farewell addresses
as outlined by Bible scholar William S. Kurz.⁴⁷
As another evidence for the Book of Mormon’s dependence on
early American religious culture, Palmer draws a parallel between
conversion narratives in the book and conversion as understood and
experienced in Second Great Awakening evangelism. For example,
Palmer compares the conversion of Alma as recorded in Alma 36 with
the published conversion memoirs of Methodist preachers Lorenzo
Dow and Eleazer Sherman (pp. 102–3). The language describing Alma’s
conversion bears some similarity to those of Dow and Sherman, which
could be accounted for by a combination of factors: the actuality of
Christian revelation among the Book of Mormon peoples, commonalities of conversion as actually experienced, and Smith’s working transla46. Terrence L. Szink and John W. Welch, “King Benjamin’s Speech in the Context of
Ancient Israelite Festivals”; John W. Welch, “Benjamin’s Speech as a Prophetic Lawsuit”;
and Stephen D. Ricks, “Kingship, Coronation, and Covenant in Mosiah 1–6,” in King
Benjamin’s Speech: “That Ye May Learn Wisdom,” ed. John W. Welch and Stephen D. Ricks
(Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1998), 147–275.
47. William S. Kurz, “Luke 22:14–38 and Greco-Roman and Biblical Farewell Addresses,”
Journal of Biblical Literature 104/2 (1985): 251–68, especially 262–63; John W. Welch and
Daryl R. Hague, “Benjamin’s Sermon as a Traditional Ancient Farewell Address,” in King
Benjamin’s Speech, 89–117.
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tion vocabulary. On the other hand, if Alma’s conversion were entirely
the product of Smith’s imagination, Palmer would have to account
for the complex inverted parallelism in which the conversion narrative is structured. Scholars have identiﬁed many examples of such inverted parallelism, or chiasmus, in the Old Testament. Placed among
the strongest examples of biblical chiasmus, the conversion narrative in
Alma 36 stands as a masterpiece.⁴⁸
Although a few Bible scholars had detected chiasmus before Smith
translated the Book of Mormon, it is highly unlikely that he had heard
of it.⁴⁹ In fact, whether or not he had is largely irrelevant. Smith’s personal writings from this time period reveal a man more adept with the
English language than is sometimes believed, but of relatively limited
literary attainments.⁵⁰ In fact, when a team of Berkeley scientists compared those writings with the writings attributed to Alma, they found it
statistically indefensible to argue that Joseph Smith (or Oliver Cowdery
for that matter) had authored the words attributed in the Book of
Mormon to Alma.⁵¹ This is the kind of measurable evidence that rises
above the never-ending war of the parallels.
Nineteenth-century Archaeology
Palmer holds that Smith drew not only on the religious discourse
of his day but on contemporaneous ideas regarding Native American
origins. He begins this argument for intellectual dependency by
drawing unparallels between the Book of Mormon and ancient
48. John W. Welch, “A Masterpiece: Alma 36,” in Rediscovering the Book of Mormon,
114–31. See also John W. Welch, “Chiasmus in the Book of Mormon,” in Book of Mormon
Authorship: New Light on Ancient Origins, ed. Noel B. Reynolds and Charles D. Tate
(Provo, Utah: FARMS 1982), 33–52; John W. Welch, “What Does Chiasmus in the Book
of Mormon Prove?” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited, 199–224.
49. John W. Welch, “How Much Was Known about Chiasmus in 1829 When the Book
of Mormon Was Translated?” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 47–80.
50. See the earlier documents collected in Personal Writings of Joseph Smith, comp.
and ed. Dean C. Jessee, rev. ed. (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2002).
51. John L. Hilton, “On Verifying Wordprint Studies: Book of Mormon Authorship,”
in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited, 225–53.
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America as currently understood. He writes that “it is now accepted
that Indians are of Siberian and Mongolian extraction and that they
migrated from Asia across the Bering Strait” (p. 56). This view is generally accepted but is in dispute among experts in the ﬁeld.⁵² Palmer
cites Thomas W. Murphy’s analysis of DNA studies that failed to
turn up Middle Eastern ancestry among Native Americans (p. 56 n.
36).⁵³ None of the ﬂaws in Murphy’s research design or arguments
are mentioned.⁵⁴ Citing a symposium presentation by Thomas Stuart
Ferguson, Palmer writes that there are no languages indigenous to the
Americas with “a demonstrable Hebraic or Egyptian origin” (p. 57).
No mention is made of the annihilation of Nephite civilization, the
destruction of languages following the European disease pandemics,
or parallels between Hebrew and Uto-Aztecan.⁵⁵ In fact, no mention
is made of any of the parallels between the Book of Mormon and preColumbian America.⁵⁶ Nor does Palmer acknowledge any of the evidence of ancient Near Eastern inﬂuence in the Book of Mormon or
related evidences such as the plausible identiﬁcations of Nahom and
Bountiful in the Arabian peninsula.⁵⁷
But Palmer does not draw many parallels to Smith’s intellectual
environment either. Instead, he reproduces the ﬁndings of Latter-day
52. See, for example, E. James Dixon, Quest for the Origins of the First Americans
(Albuquerque: University of New Mexico Press, 1993); “New Technology and Ancient
Questions,” Insights (December 1996): 2, and (February 1997): 2.
53. Thomas W. Murphy, “Lamanite Genesis, Genealogy, and Genetics,” in American
Apocrypha: Essays on the Book of Mormon, ed. Dan Vogel and Brent Lee Metcalfe (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 2002), 47–77.
54. See “The Book of Mormon at the Bar of DNA ‘Evidence,’” Journal of Book of Mormon
Studies 12/1 (2003): 4–51; and in this number of the FARMS Review, pages 25–198.
55. On Uto-Aztecan parallels with Hebrew, see Brian Stubbs, “Elements of Hebrew
in Uto-Aztecan: A Summary of the Data” (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1988). Stubbs, unlike
Ferguson, has had extensive training in linguistics.
56. See, for example, John L. Sorenson, “How Could Joseph Smith Write So Accurately
about Ancient American Civilization?” in Echoes and Evidences of the Book of Mormon,
ed. Donald W. Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and John W. Welch (Provo, Utah: FARMS,
2002), 261–306.
57. See, for example, Warren P. Aston, “Newly Found Altars from Nahom,” Journal of
Book of Mormon Studies 10/2 (2001): 56–61; S. Kent Brown, “New Light from Arabia on
Lehi’s Trail,” in Echoes and Evidences of the Book of Mormon, 55–125.
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Saint General Authority B. H. Roberts, who compared the Book
of Mormon with Ethan Smith’s 1825 work View of the Hebrews,
an early American survey of archaeological discoveries and theories.⁵⁸ Palmer neglects to mention that Roberts’s work was a study
to preempt criticisms that could be leveled at the Book of Mormon.
Roberts had worried that his work might be misunderstood or misused. “Let me say once and for all,” his cover letter clariﬁed, “what
is herein set forth does not represent any conclusions of mine.” ⁵⁹ In
sermons and writings from the ﬁnal decade of his life, Roberts continued to aﬃrm the historical veracity of the Book of Mormon.⁶⁰
It is curious that Palmer reproduces the parallel Roberts drew
between the Book of Mormon “interpreters” and Ethan Smith’s discussion of an American artifact that, in his view, resembled the Old
Testament Urim and Thummim (pp. 62–63). Palmer himself had
earlier argued that Smith had adopted the term Urim and Thummim
at a later time in order to give the translation spectacles “a sense of
biblical authority” (p. 9). More curious is Palmer’s acknowledgment
that Roberts’s study has been superseded by more careful investigations in this area of inquiry, such as that oﬀered by Dan Vogel in
his book Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon.⁶¹ Also, Latter-day
Saint scholars have found a number of parallels between the Book
of Mormon peoples and life in ancient America and have solved
58. Ethan Smith, View of the Hebrews; or the Tribes of Israel in America (Poultney, Vt.:
Smith & Shute, 1825).
59. B. H. Roberts, to the First Presidency and the Quorum of the Twelve, March
1923, quoted in Truman G. Madsen, “B. H. Roberts and the Book of Mormon,” in Book of
Mormon Authorship, 22.
60. Truman G. Madsen, comp., “B. H. Roberts, His Final Decade: Statements about
the Book of Mormon [1922–33]” (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1985). See also Welch, introduction to The Truth, the Way, the Life: An Elementary Treatise on Theology, by B. H. Roberts
(Provo, Utah: BYU Studies, 1996), xxvi–xxvii.
61. Dan Vogel, Indian Origins and the Book of Mormon: Religious Solutions from
Columbus to Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1986). For other examples, see
Brent Lee Metcalfe, ed., New Approaches to the Book of Mormon: Explorations in Critical
Methodology (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1993); Vogel and Metcalfe, American
Apocrypha.
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many of the problems noted by Roberts and by recent critics.⁶² Following Palmer’s stated reasons for writing the book, one might expect a helpful survey of the arguments for and against the Book of
Mormon as they currently stand.⁶³ Why, then, does Palmer focus
his analysis on B. H. Roberts? What is really going on in this section
of the book? It seems that the objective in this section is to cause
Latter-day Saint readers to question their faith by casting a General
Authority and noted Book of Mormon defender as a closet doubter.
Palmer has recently stated that Roberts’s study played a major role
in his rejection of the restoration.⁶⁴ He apparently desires to share
this experience with his readers.

Moroni and “The Golden Pot”
Following his attempts to situate the Book of Mormon within
Joseph Smith’s culture, Palmer devotes an entire chapter to showing that Joseph Smith’s story about the angel Moroni was borrowed
from tales of guardian spirits found in the lore of treasure seeking.
Skeptics might hypothesize that what Smith said about Moroni was
either entirely a product of his own imaginary creation or a fusion
of Bible stories and treasure lore. But Palmer attempts to show that
Joseph Smith borrowed the Moroni story from “The Golden Pot,” a
short work of fantasy by E. T. A. Hoﬀmann (1776–1822), the author
of a number of short stories and novellas, including the famous story
of “The Nutcracker and the Mouse King.”
“The Golden Pot” is the story of a young man named Anselmus, a
student of one Dean Paulmann, who takes a job copying manuscripts
62. See, for example, Sorenson and Thorne, Rediscovering the Book of Mormon; Reynolds,
Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited; Hoskisson, Historicity and the Latter-day Saint
Scriptures; and Parry, Peterson, and Welch, Echoes and Evidences of the Book of Mormon.
63. For such an analysis, see Terryl L. Givens’s recent By the Hand of Mormon: The
American Scripture That Launched a New World Religion (Oxford: Oxford University
Press, 2002).
64. Grant H. Palmer, “Author Meets Critics: An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins,” audiocassette recording of a session at 2003 Salt Lake Sunstone Symposium and Workshops
(SL 03 #275).
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for an archivist named Lindhorst. The development of Anselmus’s love
interests with the daughters of both Paulmann and Lindhorst corresponds with strange, apparently preternatural experiences brought
upon him by Lindhorst, whom Anselmus imagines to be a magical ﬁre
spirit, and by the former child nurse of Paulmann’s daughter Veronica,
whom Anselmus imagines to be a witch. Anselmus escapes the clutches
of Veronica by giving his love instead to the imaginary daughter of
Lindhorst. The story follows Anselmus in his subjective reality as he
increasingly retreats into his own derangements, apparently ending in
a suicide.⁶⁵
Palmer provides quite another reading—one which forcefully
skews the story in order to draw superﬁcial parallels to the Moroni
story. Both Hoﬀmann and Joseph Smith had some contact with traditional European magical lore, which may account for a few weak
parallels. Although Palmer attempts to demonstrate that Smith got
the Moroni story from Hoﬀmann, he fails to establish any convincing evidence for dependence. He states that Anselmus was hired “to
copy and translate the records of Lindhorst’s ancestors” (p. 138).
Actually, Lindhorst hired Anselmus only to copy, not to translate.
Palmer writes that “Anselmus receives the Atlantean records on
the fall equinox (22 September)” (p. 138)—the same date on which
Joseph Smith had received the golden plates in 1827. Actually,
Anselmus received these records several days later. Paulmann’s
daughter Veronica and the witch had worked magic on the equinox to try to win Anselmus’s heart for Veronica, but this had no
relationship whatsoever to Anselmus’s work as a copyist. On one
occasion, while copying a passage from a manuscript, “Anselmus
increasingly and more intensely focused his eyes and his thoughts
on the writings on the roll of parchment, and before long, almost
as in a vision, he realized that the characters therein could represent nothing other than these words: ‘About the marriage of the
65. Here I am following the reading of Hoffmann specialist James M. McGlathery,
Mysticism and Sexuality: E. T. A. Hoﬀmann, Part 2: Interpretations of the Tales (New York:
Lang, 1985), 29–38.
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salamander and the green snake.’ ”⁶⁶ This strange, unanticipated
event, one of many preternatural experiences that Anselmus had
while working at Lindhorst’s, is as near as the copyist ever comes
to being a translator. It is misleading to say, as Palmer repeatedly
does, that Anselmus was hired and commissioned to translate the
manuscripts, and particularly that he translated Lindhorst’s ancestral records by inspiration. Furthermore, in the ﬁrst chapter, when
wishing to focus attention on the unfamiliar seer stone, Palmer
had argued that Joseph Smith “was a reader rather than a translator” (p. 5). This anomalous event in Anselmus’s life does not parallel Smith’s translation of the Book of Mormon as Palmer has previously (and accurately) presented it.
In an attempt to demonstrate Smith’s dependence on “The
Golden Pot,” Palmer lays out a number of parallels between passages
of Hoﬀmann’s story and his reconstruction of Smith’s encounters with
Moroni. These parallels, we are told, are “arranged according to the
chronology of Hoffmann’s story” (p. 146). Yet this is not always the
case. A few key manipulations serve to make “The Golden Pot” more
closely resemble the chronology of Smith’s encounters with Moroni.⁶⁷
Even so, the parallels are generally weak. For example, Palmer states
that Anselmus “learns that Lindhorst is a direct descendant of the
founders of Atlantis” (p. 153). In fact, Lindhorst did claim to be the
descendant of a magical lily that grew in a valley of Atlantis in primeval times. But to compare Lindhorst’s descent from this lily with
Moroni’s descent from Lehi is strained. In other cases, Palmer stretches
the meaning of “The Golden Pot” even more. For example, he writes
that Lindhorst, like Moroni, was “the last archivist of his race” (p. 153).
This is an interpretive leap not supported by the text. In another case,
Palmer cites an 1855 entry from a journal kept by William H. Dame,
66. E. T. A. Hoﬀmann, “The Golden Pot,” in Selected Writings of E. T. A. Hoﬀmann,
ed. and trans. Leonard J. Kent and Elizabeth C. Knight (Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1969), 1:107.
67. For example, the witch’s attempt to get the golden pot, which happens in the tenth
vigil, appears within Palmer’s treatment of the seventh vigil. Similarly, material from the
sixth vigil is given in his presentation of the eighth.
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wherein Dame recorded that William W. Phelps had given a sermon in
which he recalled having heard Hyrum Smith say that Aaron’s breastplate was buried with the golden plates (pp. 159–60).⁶⁸ He then points
out that the golden pot of the story stood upon a porphyry plate, and
remarks that porphyry “is a hard Egyptian rock with embedded crystals similar to the design of Aaron’s breastplate in the Bible.” Palmer
stretches both Hoﬀmann and Dame’s thirdhand account to force this
parallel.
The analysis is, moreover, studded with factual errors. For example, in parallel with the account of Moroni’s second appearance to
Smith, Palmer writes: “Later in the evening, Anselmus receives a second vision. This time he learns that Archivarius Lindhorst, whom he
encountered earlier, . . . is the archivist of a vast library containing
Atlantean books and treasures” (pp. 148–49). Actually, the cited interchange between Anselmus and Lindhorst was not visionary. It was an
entirely ordinary meeting of friends at Professor Paulmann’s home.
Palmer’s attempt to reconstruct a night of three visions similar to
Joseph Smith’s is artiﬁcial. Parallels such as these are not overwhelmed
or even counterbalanced by parallels of a robust nature. As a rule,
Palmer’s parallels are weak, forced, or simply nonexistent. Worse, they
are misleading.⁶⁹ I encourage any readers who have been impressed
by Palmer’s analysis to read “The Golden Pot” for themselves.⁷⁰
One more parallel drawn by Palmer is of particular interest. When
Anselmus ﬁrst visits the residence of Archivarius Lindhorst, he pulls
68. Southern Exploring Co, Journal, 14 January 1855, Church Archives. A decade
earlier, Smith’s mother had dictated an eyewitness observation of the breastplate and described a very diﬀerent artifact. Lucy Mack Smith, Biographical Sketches of Joseph Smith,
the Prophet, and His Progenitors for Many Generations (Liverpool: Richards, 1853), 107.
69. For even more misleading presentations of “The Golden Pot,” see the Signature
Books press release for the book and Palmer’s comments at the 2003 Sunstone Symposium. “Mormon Founder Borrowed Ideas, Says Scholar,” Signature Books News, 26
November 2002; Palmer, “Author Meets Critics: An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.”
70. The 1827 English translation by Thomas Carlyle is readily available in a one-dollar
Dover Thrift Edition: E. T. A. Hoﬀmann, The Nutcracker and the Golden Pot (New York:
Dover, 1993). An English translation is also available at www.blackmask.com/books72c/
goldpot.htm (accessed 28 January 2004).
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on the bell-rope at the front door, which transforms into a snake and
attacks him. Palmer identiﬁes the snake as Lindhorst (the Moroni analogue), but the story attributes this malevolence to the witch’s magic.⁷¹
Palmer parallels this misinterpretation with accounts of the golden
plates being protected by a violent treasure guardian. In particular,
Palmer quotes Willard Chase, who stated that when Joseph Smith ﬁrst
uncovered the plates, he saw a creature that looked “something like a
toad, which soon assumed the appearance of a man, and struck him
on the side of his head” (p. 151).⁷² As D. Michael Quinn explains, in
the early American folk tradition, “the toad has always been associated
with Satanism, black magic, sorcery, and witchcraft. . . . If anything
changed from the appearance of a toad to the appearance of a person, that thing was an evil spirit, or a witch, or a bewitched person.”⁷³
Chase, like others, intentionally portrayed Moroni as a particular type
of treasure guardian incompatible with an angel.⁷⁴
Why would Palmer pursue such unconvincing parallels? This
question may be answered by examining an early draft of Palmer’s
book, which was composed before the forgeries of Mormon document dealer Mark Hofmann had been exposed. Hofmann had forged
a letter wherein early Book of Mormon scribe Martin Harris states
71. Again, Palmer has Lindhorst attacking Anselmus on the equinox during the incantations of Veronica and the witch. Anselmus, however, was not present on this occasion.
72. The quotation is from Willard Chase, statement, Manchester, New York, 1833,
quoted in Eber D. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed (Painesville, Ohio: by the author, 1834),
242. Palmer also cites Benjamin Saunders, who stated in 1884 that when Smith looked
in the hole he saw a creature that “looked some like a toad that rose up into a man.”
Benjamin Saunders, interviewed by William H. Kelley, circa September 1884, 19–30,
Miscellany, RLDS Library Archives, Independence, Missouri, quoted in Vogel, Early
Mormon Documents, 2:137. Saunders is given as a corroboration of Chase, but his account
was given ﬁfty years after the publication of E. D. Howe’s inﬂuential Mormonism Unvailed,
which contained the statement of his brother-in-law Willard Chase. Parallel descriptions
of this alleged creature that looked “something like a toad” and “some like a toad” argue
rather for Saunders’s dependence on Chase.
73. D. Michael Quinn, Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, rev. and enl. ed.
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1998), 152.
74. Mark Ashurst-McGee, “Moroni: Angel or Treasure Guardian?” Mormon Historical
Studies 2/2 (2001): 61–65.
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that when Smith first uncovered the plates, he saw a white salamander, which then transformed into Moroni and struck him three
times. When this letter became public, Mormon historians (both
professionals and buﬀs) scrambled to understand this strange new
variant of the familiar story and to look for cultural sources that
could explain such an idea. Palmer’s early draft engaged in a laborious eﬀort to demonstrate that Smith borrowed his idea of the salamander from “The Golden Pot,”⁷⁵ in which it is gradually revealed to
Anselmus that Archivarius Lindhorst belongs to “the marvelous race
of salamanders.”⁷⁶ When Palmer ﬁrst analyzed “The Golden Pot,” his
work on Lindhorst the salamander may have seemed very promising.
Mark Hofmann’s salamander went up in ﬂames, but Palmer’s analysis of “The Golden Pot” has survived, if in a somewhat altered form.
Lindhorst is still identiﬁed in the footnotes as a salamander, but at
the surface of the text his true identity is not disclosed.
Palmer uses his comparison between “The Golden Pot” and accounts of early Mormonism to argue that in Joseph Smith’s early stories, Moroni was a capricious treasure guardian alien to the Christian
tradition (p. 171). He asserts that as Smith moved toward founding a
church, he had to recast the treasure guardian as a Judeo-Christian angel.
Therefore, Palmer states that “many of the magical elements of the story
began disappearing around 1830. At least, no one reported hearing such
details from Joseph after 1828 or from Joseph Sr. after 1830” (p. 173).
Actually, subscribers to the Messenger and Advocate could read such details in 1835 from none other than Joseph Smith and Oliver Cowdery.
Smith helped Cowdery compose a serially published history in part to
counter the statements that Eber D. Howe had published in Mormonism
Unvailed.⁷⁷ If this early church history downplayed Joseph Smith’s past
involvement with treasure seeking, it nevertheless admitted it. Moreover,
75. Palmer [Pry, pseud.], “New York Mormonism.” Compare Palmer’s comments in
“Author Meets Critics: An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.”
76. Hoﬀmann, “The Golden Pot,” 108.
77. On Smith’s role in the Cowdery history, see Vogel, Early Mormon Documents,
2:416–17.
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this history deemed Smith’s attempt to understand his interactions with
Moroni as partially incorrect and based on superstitious tales—“he had
heard of the power of enchantment, and a thousand like stories, which
held the hidden treasures of the earth.”⁷⁸ However, from the vantage
point of 1835, Smith and Cowdery could diﬀerentiate the actual existence of the angel and the plates from Smith’s culturally informed understanding of them in 1823. Smith thus demythologized his own history
and was yet left with the integrity of his religious claims.
While Palmer tells us that the “magical elements of the story began disappearing around 1830,” the historical record in fact suggests
just the opposite. Detractors are not on the record undercutting Smith’s
claims with the tropes of treasure quest until after the organization
of the church and the religious stir that it caused. Whereas the earliest accounts of Moroni depict a biblical angel, the later accounts cited
by Palmer depict Moroni in a variety of treasure-guardian types, including a gnome, a giant, the toadlike creature mentioned above, and
the bleeding ghost of an early Spanish explorer. These contradictory
sources have clearly strayed from an accurate representation of Joseph
Smith’s original account by overlaying run-of-the-mill treasure lore
upon it. Firsthand accounts by Joseph Smith and others who claimed
to have seen Moroni describe an angel in the biblical tradition.⁷⁹

Witnesses of the Golden Plates
As with the chapter on Moroni and “The Golden Pot,” in his treatment
of those who claimed to have seen the golden plates from which Joseph
Smith translated the Book of Mormon, Palmer attempts to root Mormon
origins in the culture of European American folk magic generally and treasure seeking speciﬁcally. Within this context, he attempts to explain away
the many testimonies given by these men throughout their lives.⁸⁰ Much
of Palmer’s argument presents one side of the current debate over the va78. Oliver Cowdery, “Letter VIII,” Messenger and Advocate 2/1 (October 1835): 198.
79. Ashurst-McGee, “Moroni: Angel or Treasure Guardian?” 39–75.
80. For a summary of the testimonies, see Richard L. Anderson, “Personal Writings
of the Book of Mormon Witnesses,” in Book of Mormon Authorship Revisited, 39–60.
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lidity of the testimony of the Eight Witnesses.⁸¹ However, his chapter on
the witnesses also develops a new line of argument. Older critiques often
attempted to portray the eleven witnesses as dishonest men, an approach
that was answered by Richard Lloyd Anderson’s demonstration that the
witnesses were honest, trustworthy men who were respected in their communities.⁸² Instead of attacking their moral integrity, Palmer asserts that
they were irrational and gullible. This approach has been taken before, but
not in the manner followed by Palmer. He opens by stating that the witnesses “shared a common world view, and this is what drew them together
in 1829” (p. 175). The chapter therefore “seeks to understand the mindset,
the shared magical perspective of these men as a key to understanding
their aﬃrmations of seeing and handling the golden plates” (p. 176).
Palmer constructs this worldview by using accounts that describe
the various witnesses and their families, but that which is true of the
parts is not always true of the whole. Palmer’s analysis does not constitute a sophisticated reconstruction of the witnesses’ worldview, but
rather a textbook example of the fallacy of composition. For example,
he writes: “The witnesses believed that a toad hiding in the stone box
became an apparition that struck Joseph on the head” (p. 195). Thus
Palmer accepts the antagonistic report by Willard Chase of what
Joseph Smith Sr. allegedly believed and projects it on all the witnesses.
Throughout the chapter, Palmer’s general line of argumentation combines an uncritical use of sources with the fallacy of composition.
Palmer’s tactic is to portray all the witnesses as treasure seers.
He writes that the “Smiths shared freely with neighbors and relatives
81. The side of the debate presented by Palmer is championed by Dan Vogel. See his
“The Validity of the Witnesses’ Testimonies,” in American Apocrypha, 79–121. For the
other side of the debate, see Larry E. Morris, “ ‘The Private Character of the Man Who
Bore That Testimony’: Oliver Cowdery and His Critics,” FARMS Review 15/1 (2003): 311–
51; Richard Lloyd Anderson, “Direct and Indirect Reports from the Eight Witnesses of
the Book of Mormon,” presentation delivered on 23 May 2003 at “Varieties of Mormon
Experience in a Pluralistic World,” the thirty-eighth annual conference of the Mormon
History Association, Kirtland, Ohio, 22–25 May 2003, forthcoming in the Journal of Book
of Mormon Studies.
82. Richard Lloyd Anderson, Investigating the Book of Mormon Witnesses (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1981).
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about their ability to see subterranean chambers in the local hills”
(p. 186). Here Palmer relies on the statement of neighbor William
Staﬀord gathered by anti-Mormon Philastus Hurlbut. According to
the statement, the Smiths “would say, also, that nearly all the hills
in this part of New York, were thrown up by human hands, and in
them were large caves, which Joseph, Jr., could see” (p. 186).⁸³ The
belief that treasure was buried within hills was so common that some
treasure seekers were called “hill diggers.” So if the Smiths really
did express this belief it would not at all imply that they meant they
had seen into the hills themselves. In fact, in the statement only the
Prophet is attributed with such powers.⁸⁴ Again, Palmer writes: “The
fact that the Smiths organized and participated in treasure digging
expeditions indicates their belief in the physical reality of what they
saw by second sight” (p. 189). Joseph Smith Sr. and Lucy Mack Smith
were said to have located places to dig by his rod and by her dreams,
but neither is reported to have viewed subterranean treasures by supernatural means.⁸⁵ The documentary record of early Mormonism is
83. Quoted from William Staﬀord, statement, Manchester, New York, 8 December
1833, quoted in Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 237.
84. A week before taking Staﬀord’s statement, Hurlbut had taken the statement of Roswell
Nichols. Whereas Staﬀord was recorded as stating that the Smiths “would say, also, that nearly
all the hills in this part of New York, were thrown up by human hands,” Nichols had been
recorded as saying that Joseph Smith Sr. “often said, that the hills in our neighborhood were
nearly all erected by human hands.” Roswell Nichols, statement, Manchester, New York,
1 December 1833, quoted in Howe, Mormonism Unvailed, 257. Richard Lloyd Anderson,
“Joseph Smith’s New York Reputation Reappraised,” BYU Studies 10/3 (1970): 286–90, points
to this parallel phraseology as one of several evidences of Hurlbut’s ghostwriting. Rodger I.
Anderson, Joseph Smith’s New York Reputation Reexamined (Salt Lake City: Signature Books,
1990), 28, responds to Anderson’s charges of ghostwriting with the hypothesis that similarities in the statements “may only mean that Hurlbut submitted the same questions to some of
the parties involved.” Richard Lloyd Anderson, review of Joseph Smith’s New York Reputation
Reexamined, by Rodger I. Anderson, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 3 (1991): 59–62,
responds to Rodger I. Anderson with the point that this hypothesis leaves Hurlbut guilty of
prompting the witness. Hurlbut’s question to Staﬀord can be reconstructed as something like
“Did the Smiths say that nearly all the hills in this part of New York were thrown up by human
hands?” which would indeed constitute a severe case of witness prompting.
85. On Smith Sr. using a divining rod to locate places to dig for treasure, see Fayette
Lapham, “II.—The Mormons,” Historical Magazine [Boston], May 1870, p. 306; Peter Ingersoll,
statement, Palmyra, New York, 2 December 1833, as reproduced in Howe, Mormonism
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problematic enough without such careless interpretation. Not only
is Palmer’s use of the sources uncritical, but he often goes beyond
what is attributed to Joseph Smith and others in even the most suspect sources.
Palmer attempts to portray the Whitmer witnesses as treasure
seers by arguing that “two or three of the Whitmers—Jacob, David,
and perhaps John—owned seer stones” and possessed the “seeing gift” (pp. 180–81). Actually, the sources he cites only report that
David and Jacob Whitmer owned seer stones and that they had
children or grandchildren who used them. Two stones that were
passed down in the Whitmer family are gorgets, perforated stones
that had been tooled by early indigenous Americans. If David and
Jacob Whitmer found such stones, they probably would have identiﬁed them as seer stones and would therefore have kept them. David
and Jacob Whitmer probably did own these gorgets and considered them seer stones, but that does not mean that they used them.
Joseph Smith apparently found a gorget on the shores of Nauvoo
that he identiﬁed as a seer stone and kept, but there is no evidence
of him ever using it.⁸⁶ According to David Whitmer, Joseph Smith
gave Oliver Cowdery the brown stone used in translating the Book
of Mormon only as a memento of their translation work together and
taught that the church would no longer use them.⁸⁷ Brigham Young
later inherited this stone but apparently never used it.⁸⁸
Timing is also a crucial issue in Palmer’s argument. Even if David
and Jacob Whitmer did use these seer stones, there is no evidence
Unvailed, 232–34. On Lucy locating a “lucky spot” in her dreams, see Norman R. Bowen,
ed., A Gentile Account of Life in Utah’s Dixie, 1872–73: Elizabeth Kane’s St. George Journal
(Salt Lake City: University of Utah Library Tanner Trust Fund, 1995), 74.
86. Mark Ashurst-McGee, “A Pathway to Prophethood: Joseph Smith Junior as Rodsman, Village Seer, and Judeo-Christian Prophet” (master’s thesis, Utah State University,
2000), 164–69.
87. [Whitmer], An Address to All Believers in Christ, 32; see also 30–36.
88. In fact, while Young was in possession of at least one of Smith’s stones, he stated,
“I don’t no [sic] that I have ever had a desire to have one.” Council of the First Presidency
and the Quorum of the Twelve Apostles, “Council,” 30 September 1835, minutes taken by
Thomas Bullock, MS, General Church Minutes Collection, Church Archives.
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that they used them before their witness experiences. In fact, according to one of the sources cited by Palmer, David Whitmer
obtained his stone in Kirtland (p. 183 n. 22)⁸⁹—after his witness
experience and after he heard Joseph Smith’s instruction to no longer use seer stones. These stones were probably obtained after the
Whitmers had met Smith and participated in the founding events
of the restoration. Palmer’s argument that the Whitmer witness experiences grew out of a shared background in stone seeing is most
likely an anachronistic reversal of causality. In a related reversal,
Palmer emphasizes the family connections, telling us that “Oliver
Cowdery, Hiram Page, and the ﬁve Whitmers were related by marriage” (p. 179). Actually, Cowdery did not marry into the Whitmer
family until after the organization of the church. Palmer states that
the witness experiences grew out of a mindset shared within family relationships, but actually the Cowdery marriage grew out of
the experiences that Cowdery had shared with the Whitmer family,
such as viewing the golden plates.
Even if the Whitmers had owned and used seer stones before
they met Joseph Smith, we don’t know that they used them for treasure seeking. Some “seers” of the era used stones only to see into
the future or to ﬁnd missing objects. While later accounts smeared
Joseph Smith with accusations of treasure quest, a diﬀerent picture
emerges in the only source contemporaneous to the period of Smith’s
treasure digging, the 1826 court record. Notes of Joseph’s testimony
tell us that “he had a certain stone, which he had occasionally looked
at to determine where hidden treasures in the bowels of the earth
were . . . and while at Palmyra he had frequently ascertained in that
way where lost property was of various kinds.”⁹⁰
89. John L. Traughber, “David Whitmer, ‘The Last Witness’ of the Book of Mormon,”
J. L. Traughber Collection, 1446/2:39, Marriott Library.
90. A reproduction of the court minutes appears in “A Document Discovered,” Utah
Christian Advocate [Salt Lake City], January 1886, 1, emphasis added. This point was
originally made by Richard Lloyd Anderson in “The Mature Joseph Smith and Treasure
Searching,” BYU Studies 24/4 (1984): 533.
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Hiram Page owned and used a seer stone in New York,⁹¹ but
again, we do not know whether Page obtained this stone before meeting Smith or even before his witness experience. We do not know
whether he ever tried to find buried treasure with it. Concerning
Oliver Cowdery, Palmer writes that he “was a treasure hunter and
‘rodsman’ before he met Joseph Smith in 1829” (p. 179). Like seer
stones, rods were used for various purposes—most commonly for locating artesian water. There is no evidence that Cowdery used his rod
to hunt for treasure.⁹² Citing Barnes Frisbie’s History of Middletown,
Vermont, as excerpted in Dan Vogel’s Early Mormon Documents,
Palmer asserts that Cowdery’s father “was associated with a treasureseeking group in Vermont, and it is from them, one assumes, that
Oliver learned the art of working with a divining rod” (p. 179). This
exemplifies Palmer’s uncritical and biased use of source material.
Historians have long discounted Frisbie’s allegations.⁹³ Even Vogel’s
warning that “Frisbie’s late account must be approached cautiously”
went unheeded by Palmer.⁹⁴
Palmer’s treatment of Martin Harris is similarly suspect. He
relies mainly on Palmyra rumors of Harris being a gullible visionary and on a Mormon account—apparently given four decades
after Harris died—of his having participated in a treasure hunt.
Palmer confuses treasure scrying with mere treasure hunting.
When treasure hunting parties went out for a dig, there was usually only one carrying a seer stone or a dowsing rod. The rest carried shovels and picks.
Having surveyed the various witnesses, Palmer then asks the
reader: “Did the witnesses perceive secular and spiritual personages
91. See section heading of Doctrine and Covenants 28.
92. Divining rods were sometimes used to answer yes/no questions. A revelation to
Oliver Cowdery dictated by Joseph Smith stated that “it has told you things.” Book of
Commandments 7:3.
93. See, in particular, David M. Ludlum, Social Ferment in Vermont, 1791–1850
(Montpelier: The Vermont Historical Society, 1948), 242; Larry E. Morris, “Oliver Cowdery’s
Vermont Years and the Origins of Mormonism,” BYU Studies 39/1 (2000): 113–18.
94. Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 1:600.
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and their treasures within the local hills by a spiritual gift or by their
creative imaginations?” (p. 191)⁹⁵ After casting the witnesses as unreliable “visionaries,” Palmer states that “the eleven witnesses gazed on
and handled the golden plates the same way they saw spectral treasure guardians and handled their elusive treasures, in the spirit, not
in the ﬂesh” (p. 260). Actually, there is not a single account of any witness handling treasures or viewing spectral treasure guardians. Joseph
Smith Jr. is the only Book of Mormon witness, if counted as such, that
was ever said to have seen a treasure guardian. Whether he actually
did so is uncertain. The testimony of his treasure-seeking companion Jonathan Thompson, as recorded in the notes of the 1826 court,
stands as the solitary piece of credible evidence for such a vision.⁹⁶
Palmer’s treatment of the witnesses essentially attempts to project the
treasure-seeking stories told about Joseph Smith upon the witnesses
and thereby to discredit their experiences. In particular, he casts the
experience of the Eight Witnesses as a subjective vision.
The most interesting historiographical contribution made by
Palmer to writings on the witnesses deals with the well-known story,
told by Brigham Young and others, regarding an archive within the
Hill Cumorah. According to the story, when Joseph returned the
plates to the angel, the hill opened up, revealing an underground
room filled with stacks of Nephite records. David Whitmer stated
that after the angel showed the plates to him and Cowdery, the plates
“were taken away by the angel to a cave, which we saw by the power
95. In an earlier section, Palmer writes that Joseph Smith “gave many other vivid descriptions of secular and spiritual heroes from the past and their treasures hidden in the
hills of New York and Pennsylvania” (p. 42). No citation is given. As far as I am aware,
this assertion is not documentable. Perhaps Palmer refers to the account given by Lorenzo
Saunders of a dig that took place prior to 1825. Sixty years after the fact, Saunders recalled that Joseph Smith used his seer stone to look into a hill and saw “a king of one of
the Nephites or Lamanites <tribes> who was shut in there in the time of one of their big
battles.” Lorenzo Saunders, interviewed by William H. Kelley, 17 September 1884, E. L.
Kelley Papers, pp. 7–8, cited in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents, 2:130.
96. “A Document Discovered,” Utah Christian Advocate [Salt Lake City], January
1886, 1.
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of God while we were yet in the Spirit.”⁹⁷ In secondhand and thirdhand accounts of this experience, including those given by Brigham
Young and Heber C. Kimball, the story becomes exaggerated.
In Palmer’s treatment the story receives further embellishment.
His quotation of Brigham Young’s well-known version published in
the Journal of Discourses ends with Young’s statement that he had
heard the story “not only from Oliver Cowdery, but others who were
familiar with it . . . Carlos Smith . . . was a witness to these things.
Samuel Smith saw some things, Hyrum saw a good many things”
(pp. 191–92). Palmer’s ellipses distort the original source, which requires a more thorough examination. Young began by telling the
story of a treasure dig that he had heard from Porter Rockwell and
added that he had “heard others tell the same story.” Then Young recounted the story regarding the repository of Nephite records within
the hill, and stated, “I relate this to you, and I want you to understand
it.” Young explained that he had taken the “liberty of referring to
those things so that they will not be forgotten and lost.” The referent
of “those things” is apparently not only “this” story about the records
repository, but also the previously told treasure-seeking story. Young
stated that both stories had been related to him by people who were
familiar with them. Finally, Young stated that Don Carlos “was a witness to these things. Samuel Smith saw some things, Hyrum saw a
good many things.”⁹⁸ It is more likely that Hyrum and Samuel, and
especially Don Carlos, had seen or participated in a treasure dig
like that described by the Smith family’s New York neighbor Porter
Rockwell and not in the vision of the records in the hill.
Palmer claims that William W. Phelps included Hyrum as one of
the Cumorah cave visionaries. The actual source is the journal kept
by William Horne Dame, who recorded that he heard Phelps recount
“a story told him by Hyrum Smith.”⁹⁹ As quoted by Palmer, the Dame
97. David Whitmer, interview by Edmund C. Briggs, in letter from Edmund C. Briggs
to Joseph Smith III [4 June 1884], Saints Herald, 21 June 1884, 396.
98. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 19:37–38, emphasis added.
99. Southern Exploring Co, journal, 14 January 1855, Church Archives.
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diary states that “Joseph, Hyrum, Cowdery & Whitmere[s?]” were
all in the cave (p. 192). Palmer’s editorial “[s?]”—entirely unwarranted by the text—attempts to open up the cave to the rest of the
Whitmer witnesses. As he later writes, “The Smith brothers Hyrum,
Carlos, and Samuel, Joseph Sr., Oliver Cowdery, at least one of the
Whitmers, and unnamed ‘others’ participated in the remote viewings
of Cumorah’s cave” (p. 193). The reason that Palmer tries to pack everyone into the cave is to argue that their witness experience is indistinguishable from the cave vision. If I am reading him correctly, he
implies that these experiences are one and the same.¹⁰⁰
Palmer consistently relies on Joseph Smith’s early critics to overplay the treasure-seeking interpretation of the recovery of the golden
plates. To provide another example, he writes that the “plates were
able to ‘sink’ and ‘glide’ underground and could be heard ‘rumbling’
through the hill, according to contemporary accounts” (p. 206). But,
checking the footnote citations, one ﬁnds that these “contemporary”
accounts are (1) John A. Clarke’s 1840 reminiscence of a conversation he had had with Martin Harris thirteen years earlier and (2) the
1880 report of an investigative journalist who collected stories from
Palmyra residents. I have provided only a few examples of Palmer’s
reckless use of sources in his treatment of the golden plates witnesses.
Historians who have spent considerable time in early Mormon documents will ﬁnd this chapter particularly aggravating.

Other Heavenly Manifestations
The content of the writings translated from the plates had led
Smith and Cowdery to pray concerning baptism. In response to
their prayers, John the Baptist appeared and conferred upon them
the Aaronic Priesthood. John also informed them that he was acting under the authority of the New Testament apostles Peter, James,
and John, who would later confer upon them the Melchizedek
100. Compare Palmer’s comments in “Author Meets Critics: An Insider’s View of
Mormon Origins.”
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Priesthood. As with the appearances of the angel Moroni, Latter-day
Saints view the visits of these angels to restore priesthood authority
as cornerstones of the faith. They view Smith’s ﬁrst vision of God and
Jesus as perhaps the chief cornerstone. Having closed his attack on
the Book of Mormon, Palmer then turns his critique to the restoration of the priesthood and the ﬁrst vision.
Priesthood Restoration
Palmer opens his analysis of priesthood restoration with the
statement that early historical accounts “are more nuanced and fascinating than the simple, uniﬁed story that is told today” (p. 215).
Many Latter-day Saint historians would agree up to this point
but would not go as far as Palmer when he argues that Smith and
Cowdery never saw the priesthood angels in the early years, nor did
they think they had. An Insider’s View insists that they made up the
angel stories later and then further developed them into increasingly
literal and detailed accounts.
Palmer begins with Lucy Mack Smith’s 1845 dictated biography of her son, which only recounts that Joseph and Oliver baptized
each other after receiving a commandment to do so through the seer
stone. Though Lucy did not go down to the river with them, Palmer
contends that nothing happened that she did not record. While Lucy’s
account does not corroborate the appearance of John the Baptist, it is
not inconsistent with those accounts given by Joseph and Oliver. Yet
Palmer takes his narrow reading of Lucy’s account as if it was Smith’s
and Cowdery’s original understanding of the event, thus violating
the basic standards of source criticism: he rejects the earlier accounts
given by the eyewitnesses in favor of a solitary secondhand account
given a decade later.
Palmer then argues that implicit in the Book of Mormon and the
earliest church documents is a theology of priesthood dispensation
more like that in contemporaneous Protestant belief than in the later
Latter-day Saint understanding of priesthood conferral by heavenly
messengers. This is a reasonable reading of the sources but is
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certainly open to interpretation. Palmer ﬁnds a test case in the Hiram
Page peep stone episode of September 1830, when Oliver Cowdery
apparently gave heed to the visions Page saw in the stone. Palmer
asks whether Cowdery, if he had really received the “exclusive keys
of apostolic succession from Peter, James, and John,” would “seek
direction and revelation from one holding the oﬃce of a teacher in
the church?” (p. 225). But the answer to this question is inherent in
the basic elements of the episode. Reception of priesthood keys did
not necessarily exclude the “gift of seeing” or any other gifts of the
Spirit.¹⁰¹ Cowdery took Page’s claims seriously because Page said he
had had a vision. The issue of priesthood oﬃce is moot.
No mention is made by Palmer of the report given two months
later in the Painesville Telegraph that Cowdery claimed “to have a divine mission, and to have seen and conversed with Angels.”¹⁰² This
and other sources from the ﬁrst years of the church can be read as
conﬁrmations of priesthood restoration through angels. Here, Palmer
neglects the careful work of Gregory A. Prince.¹⁰³ Palmer especially
downplays the signiﬁcance of Smith’s 1832 history of the church. In
this self-described account of “the rise of the church of Christ in the
eve of time,” Smith establishes the “reception of the holy Priesthood
by the ministring of Aangels [sic]” as a fundamental step in the restoration of the gospel.¹⁰⁴
Nevertheless, mention of priesthood restoration is not widespread in the early documentary record. And it is true that many
101. On the term gift of seeing as used by early Latter-day Saints, see Richard Van
Wagoner and Steven Walker, “Joseph Smith: ‘The Gift of Seeing,’ ” Dialogue 15/2 (1982):
49–68; Journal History of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints, 6 May 1849, 2,
Church Archives; Orson Pratt, A Series of Pamphlets (Liverpool: Richards, 1852), 72.
102. “The Golden Bible,” Painesville Telegraph, 16 November 1830, 3, quoted in
“Priesthood Restoration Documents,” BYU Studies 35/4 (1995–96): 181 (document 20);
see also 181–82 (document 21).
103. Gregory A. Prince, Power from on High: The Development of Mormon Priesthood
(Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1995), 4–15.
104. Joseph Smith, Letterbook 1, p. 1 [i], Joseph Smith Collection, Church Archives.
Also in “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” 176 (document 5); Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 1:26.
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details, such as the names of the angels, were apparently not widely
publicized until 1834 and 1835. Palmer contends that Smith and
Cowdery invented the angelic ordinations in these years to establish
authority in the midst of a credibility crisis caused by an investigation of Joseph Smith’s past. He argues that the two men were primarily motivated by the research and publication of E. D. Howe’s exposé,
Mormonism Unvailed, which sought to undermine the legitimacy of
the church’s origins. Thus Palmer concludes that the “most plausible
explanation” of the historical record is that the angel stories as developed in 1834 “were retroﬁtted to an 1829–30 time period to give
the impression that an impressive and unique authority had existed
in the church from the beginning” (p. 230).
Smith himself provided a rationale for withholding the details of
priesthood restoration, explaining that he and Cowdery “were forced
to keep secret the circumstances of our having been baptized, and having received this priesthood; owing to a spirit of persecution which
had already manifested itself in the neighborhood.” In particular, they
“had been threatened with being mobbed.”¹⁰⁵ When placed in historical context, Smith’s explanation is also plausible. When he related his
vision of God to a Methodist minister, his story was treated with “great
contempt,” the minister saying “that there was no such thing as visions
or revelations in these days.”¹⁰⁶ Smith’s visions of Moroni provoked a
similar reaction. Martin Harris recalled that in 1827, when Palmyra
village was buzzing with talk about Moroni and the golden plates, one
particularly perturbed man exclaimed, “Damn him! angels appear to
men in this enlightened age! Damn him, he ought to be tarred and
feathered for telling such a damned lie!”¹⁰⁷ In this hostile climate, is it
really a wonder that Smith and Cowdery kept the priesthood visions to
105. “Manuscript History of the Church,” book A-1, 18 (hereafter Manuscript History),
Joseph Smith Collection, Church Archives; compare Joseph Smith—History 1:74–75.
Also in “Priesthood Restoration Documents,” 178 (document 12); Vogel, Early Mormon
Documents, 1:76.
106. Manuscript History, book A-1, 3.
107. “Mormonism—No. II,” Tiﬀany’s Monthly, June 1859, 168.
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themselves?¹⁰⁸ Smith’s own account of withholding the story is more
convincing than Palmer’s conspiracy theory.
Incidentally, in April 1836, a time when Joseph Smith was keeping records, his vision with Oliver Cowdery of Moses, Elias, and
Elijah restoring priesthood keys was recorded in Smith’s journal by
Warren A. Cowdery, Joseph’s scribe and Oliver’s brother.¹⁰⁹ And,
within his lifetime, Smith apparently never publicized this vision. He
did, however, begin producing and publishing a documentary history,
by which the account of the restoration of keys through these angels
would eventually become available. Smith explained that he had been
“induced to write this history so as to disabuse the publick mind.”¹¹⁰
He wanted to counter “the many reports which have been put in circulation by evil disposed and designing persons.”¹¹¹ Similarly, Smith
and Cowdery may have begun providing the details of priesthood
restoration in response to the bad publicity caused by the publication
of Howe’s Mormonism Unvailed. It may be that Palmer has made a
historical contribution not in identifying the cause for inventing the
priesthood stories, but in identifying a reason for Smith and Cowdery
making them public. They had initially kept them conﬁdential in order to avoid persecution, but after the publication of Mormonism
Unvailed they may have found that false reports “put in circulation
by evil disposed and designing persons” were a form of persecution
that outweighed the persecution they would receive from publicizing
the details of priesthood restoration. The reason for keeping the story
to themselves became the reason for sharing it.
Palmer goes on to argue that Smith and Cowdery developed the
story from a visionary experience of angels to an actual visitation
(pp. 229–32). He begins with Oliver Cowdery’s 1834 and 1835 accounts
108. Palmer can accept that they would keep the angel visitations secret from enemies
but feels that they should have told believers (p. 218 n. 3). This turn of logic manifests no
appreciation for the real-world problems of maintaining conﬁdentiality.
109. Joseph Smith, diary, 1835–1836, 3 April 1836, pp. 191–93, Joseph Smith Collection,
Church Archives.
110. Manuscript History, book A-1, 1.
111. Manuscript History, book A-1, 1.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Ashurst-McGee) • 353

that he and Joseph received the priesthood from angels while “rapt in
the vision” and “while we were in the heavenly vision” (pp. 226–27).¹¹²
Next, as evidence of a development, Palmer cites material regarding
the angels that was added to the revelation as recorded on 4 September
1830.¹¹³ Debate may continue as to whether Smith was inventing new
details as he went along or becoming more willing to disclose information about an actual visitation, but the added information does not
explicitly state that the experience did not have a visionary element.
While Palmer asserts that Smith and Cowdery removed the visionary
element, he does not demonstrate this with sources. In fact, when earlier arguing for a purely visionary story, Palmer cites a sermon delivered by Smith in 1844 in which he “related the vision of his ordination
to the priesthood of Aaron” (p. 227).¹¹⁴
Palmer’s analysis of Cowdery in this chapter differs from his
earlier treatment of the eleven witnesses. Palmer had earlier argued
that Cowdery was a rodsman and a treasure seer, that he and the
other witnesses shared a magical worldview conducive to psychological manipulation. Yet in this chapter, Palmer unwittingly acknowledges that Cowdery challenges this interpretation. Cowdery
112. Quoted from Oliver Cowdery, “History of the Rise of the Church of the Latter
Day Saints,” Messenger and Advocate 1/1 (October 1834): 15–16, quoted in Vogel, Early
Mormon Documents, 2:420–21 and Joseph Smith—History as a note to 1:71; Patriarchal
Blessings Book, 1:8–9, Church Archives, quoted in Vogel, Early Mormon Documents,
2:453.
113. See The Joseph Smith Revelations: Text & Commentary, comp. H. Michael
Marquardt (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1999), 72–80 (document 28). These verses,
not present in the revelation as published earlier in the Book of Commandments, ﬁrst appeared in the 1835 edition of the Doctrine and Covenants. A Book of Commandments, for
the Government of the Church of Christ, Organized According to Law, on the 6th of April,
1830 (Zion [Independence, Mo.]: Phelps, 1833), section XXVIII; Doctrine and Covenants
of the Church of the Latter Day Saints: Carefully Selected from the Revelations of God . . .
(Kirtland, Ohio: Williams, 1835), 50:2–3 ; compare Doctrine and Covenants 27, especially
verses 8–12.
114. Franklin D. Richards reporting on Joseph Smith’s sermon of 10 March 1844, in
Words of Joseph Smith, 334, emphasis added. But see in Ehat and Cook, Words of Joseph
Smith, 327, 332, other summaries by Wilford Woodruﬀ and James Burgess of this same
sermon that use language indicating a visitation rather than a vision.
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claimed that he and Smith saw not only the golden plates, but also
Moroni, John the Baptist, Peter, James, John, Moses, Elias, Elijah,
and Jesus Christ himself. To reject the testimony of Oliver Cowdery
is to argue either that Cowdery was a complete psychological slave
to Smith’s impositions or that he was a co-conspirator. Palmer vacillates inconsistently between the two interpretations, neither of
which is supported by the historical record.
The First Vision
For the ﬁrst vision, as with the current understanding of priesthood restoration, Palmer ﬁnds that the Latter-day Saints “simplify
and retroﬁt later accounts to provide a seemingly authoritative, unambiguous recital” (p. 235). Actually, most church members are familiar with only one account: the version given in the 1838 history,
which has been published in the Latter-day Saint scriptures. And
it is true that many Latter-day Saints often do read into the first
vision unwarranted conclusions. That Joseph Smith was called by
God to his prophetic mission in the ﬁrst vision was an understanding that developed in the church in the late nineteenth century.¹¹⁵
In Joseph Smith’s time, it was generally understood that he received
his prophetic mission from the angel Moroni. Nevertheless, Smith
considered his ﬁrst vision of Deity an important part of the restoration, and Latter-day Saint scholars who have investigated early accounts of this vision and their historical contexts still ﬁnd the 1838
account of crucial historical importance. When this vision would or
could have occurred and how Smith understood or portrayed it has
been the subject of vigorous debate. However, rather than presenting a balanced survey of the various arguments, Palmer essentially
refurbishes the theory initiated by the Reverend Wesley P. Walters,
reﬁned by H. Michael Marquardt, and popularized in various antiMormon tracts.¹¹⁶ Research on the ﬁrst vision by believing Latter115. James B. Allen, “Emergence of a Fundamental: The Expanding Role of Joseph Smith’s
First Vision in Mormon Religious Thought,” Journal of Mormon History 7 (1980): 43–61.
116. Wesley P. Walters, “New Light on Mormon Origins from Palmyra (N.Y.) Revival,”
Bulletin of the Evangelical Theological Society 10/4 (1967): 227–44; H. Michael Marquardt
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day Saint historians Dean C. Jessee, Richard L. Bushman, Milton V.
Backman Jr., Richard L. Anderson, Larry C. Porter, and James Allen
is ignored.¹¹⁷
Many critics of the ﬁrst vision make an argument for Smith’s developing conceptions of the Godhead by emphasizing that God the
Father is not mentioned in the ﬁrst narrative account of the ﬁrst vision. This point is not passed up by Palmer, but his central thesis is
that Smith’s original experience was a mere forgiveness of sins. It was
not until much later in life, Palmer argues, that Smith changed the
story into a momentous vision in which he was called of God to a
special prophetic mission.
While many treatments of Smith’s accounts of the ﬁrst vision begin with his 1832 narrative, Palmer correctly identiﬁes the Articles and
Covenants (now Doctrine and Covenants 20) presented at the first
conference of the church as the ﬁrst extant account of the experience:
For, after that it truly was manifested unto this ﬁrst elder, that he had received a remission of his sins, he was entangled again in the vanities of the world; But after truly repenting, God ministered unto him by an holy angel, whose
countenance was as lightning, and whose garments were
pure and white above all whiteness, and gave unto him commandments which inspired him from on high, and gave
and Wesley P. Walters, Inventing Mormonism: Tradition and the Historical Record (Salt
Lake City: Smith Research Associates, 1994).
117. See, for example, Dean C. Jessee, “The Early Accounts of Joseph Smith’s First
Vision,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 275–94; Richard L. Bushman, “The First Vision Story
Revived,” Dialogue 4/1 (1969): 82–93; Milton V. Backman Jr., “Awakenings in the BurnedOver District: New Light on the Historical Setting of the First Vision,” BYU Studies 9/3
(1969): 301–20; Backman, Joseph Smith’s First Vision, 2nd ed., rev. and enl. (Salt Lake
City: Bookcraft, 1980); Richard Lloyd Anderson, “Circumstantial Conﬁrmation of the
First Vision through Reminiscences,” BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 373–404; Anderson,
“Joseph Smith’s Testimony of the First Vision,” Ensign, April 1996, 10–21; Larry C.
Porter, “Reverend George Lane—Good ‘Gifts,’ Much ‘Grace,’ and Marked ‘Usefulness,’ ”
BYU Studies 9/3 (1969): 321–40; James B. Allen, “Eight Contemporary Accounts of
Joseph Smith’s First Vision—What Do We Learn from Them?” Improvement Era, April
1970, 4–13; and Allen, “Emergence of a Fundamental.”
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unto him power, by the means which were before prepared,
that he should translate a book.¹¹⁸
Instead of reading the Articles and Covenants as a discrete reference to Smith’s theophany, Palmer takes this account as Smith’s full
understanding of the event—a mere experience of forgiveness. The
prophetic calling, Palmer emphasizes, came from Moroni (whom
Palmer has already identiﬁed as a capricious treasure spirit).
Palmer next treats Smith’s 1832 narration of the first vision,
wherein Smith records experiencing spiritual turmoil from age twelve
to fifteen (1818–21). Finally, Smith wrote, “I cried unto the Lord
for mercy.” In response, the resurrected Christ appeared and said,
“Joseph my Son thy sins are forgiven thee.”¹¹⁹ This account, written
by Smith himself in a private letter book, contains the details of the
vision most important to him personally. Though Smith writes of the
“diﬀerent denominations,” Palmer emphasizes that in this account
Smith had perceived a state of universal apostasy before he experienced his vision. He also emphasizes that Smith was forgiven of his
sins but received no special calling.
Having laid some groundwork, Palmer begins his assault on the
well-known 1838 account of the first vision—the version which has
been published in the Pearl of Great Price (Joseph Smith—History
1:5–26). Palmer reworks Wesley P. Walters’s argument that the details
in this account regarding an intense local revival must apply to the great
Palmyra revival of 1824–25, which began over a year after the ﬁrst appearance of Moroni. It was apparently as a result of this revival that Lucy
had eventually aﬃliated with the Presbyterians, an incident recorded in
the 1838 account.¹²⁰ Palmer holds that only this revival could have provoked confusion over which church to join. Therefore, he reasons, the
1838 motif of ﬁnding a true church could not have been an issue for
Smith in 1820. Smith’s 1820 “epiphany,” it follows, could only have been
118. Book of Commandments XXIV:6–7; compare D&C 20:5–7.
119. “A History of the Life of Joseph Smith Jr.,” in Joseph Smith, Letterbook 1, p. 3 [iii],
Joseph Smith Collection, Church Archives.
120. Manuscript History, book A-1, 2.
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the experience of forgiveness, and the great revival with its context and
consequences occurred years after that. Palmer thus argues that Smith
“combined these two incidents into his 1838 version” (p. 244).
Palmer entirely neglects to inform his readers of the Palmyra revival
of 1816–17, when the Smith family ﬁrst moved to the area. Palmer grants
that Smith may have conﬂated an isolated 1820 epiphany with the revivals of 1824–25. But it is more likely that he conﬂated details from the second revival with the ﬁrst. This would explain why his mother’s aﬃliation
with the Presbyterians found its way into the 1838 account, which he recorded over a decade later. But Joseph Smith may have correctly remembered a period of religious competition following the earlier revival. The
message of general apostasy recorded in the 1838 account, while slightly
diﬀerent from the account given in 1832, is not out of place in 1820–21.
It was probably this earlier revival that initiated the three to four
years of spiritual introspection that Smith recorded in his 1832 account.
The 1838 account indicates that he was equally disturbed by the religious contention that followed in the wake of the revival as the various
denominations struggled over the particular aﬃliations of the new converts. Thus, while the revival may have convinced Joseph of his sins, the
ensuing sectarian strife led to confusion over true doctrine and which
church to join. Smith would eventually take both concerns with him
into the grove. And, as Richard Bushman points out, “how long it took
before the conﬂicts broke out, or how long before his questions came to
a head is not indicated.”¹²¹
121. Bushman, “Just the Facts Please,” review of Inventing Mormonism, by H. Michael
Marquardt and Wesley P. Walters, Review of Books on the Book of Mormon 6/2 (1994):
129. In July 1819, Methodist minister George Lane, who is credited with introducing young Joseph to James 1:5–6, attended a conference in Vienna (now Phelps), New
York, ﬁfteen miles from the Smith farm—well within walking distance. Porter, “Reverend
George Lane,” 334–35, 336–38. Orsamus Turner remembered that Joseph caught “a spark
of Methodism” at a camp meeting on the road to Vienna—apparently this very conference. Orsamus Turner, History of the Pioneer Settlement of Phelps and Gorham’s Purchase
and Morris’ Reserve . . . (Rochester, N.Y.: Alling, 1852), 214. An interview with Lane, as
Bushman puts it, “might have brought Joseph’s anguished quest to a point and led to the
prayer in the woods.” Bushman, “Just the Facts Please,” 129.
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Palmer rejects the possibility of an early message about apostasy
on the grounds that if Joseph Smith had been informed of a general
apostasy in 1820, his mother would not have joined or have continued
to congregate with the Presbyterians. However, as Joseph Smith himself recalled, he “could ﬁnd none that would believe the heavenly vision”¹²²—perhaps including his own family. In fact, he may never have
told them about it. Smith wrote that when he returned home from the
woods where he had seen the vision, his mother asked him why he
looked weak. His only reply was “never mind all is well.—I am well
enough oﬀ.” He then added that he had learned that “Presbyterinism
is not True.”¹²³ Evidently nothing more was communicated. Smith
recorded that the only person he told was the Methodist minister—
apparently George Lane.¹²⁴ But, as Smith recalled, “My telling the
story had excited a great deal of prejudice against me among professors of religion and was the cause of great persecution.”¹²⁵
Palmer also rejects the first vision because Smith’s New York
neighbors never recorded hearing about such a claim. For example,
when Philastus Hurlbut visited the area in 1833, the Smith neighbors
had plenty to say about treasure hunting and treasure guardians, but
no one ridiculed a divine vision. But, as just noted, it is unclear just
how many or whom Smith tried to convince of his experience. He
writes that after telling the Methodist preacher, “men of high standing would take notice suﬃciently to excite the public mind against
me and create a hot persecution, and this was common <among> all
the sects: all united to persecute me.”¹²⁶ Smith wrote that this persecution became general, but had originated with the sects, which were
led by the men who had cooperated in the revival of 1816–17. If they
had broken ranks over their competition for converts, they nevertheless found a common enemy in Joseph Smith.
122.
123.
124.
125.
126.

“A History of the Life of Joseph Smith Jr.,” p. 3 [iii].
Manuscript History, book A-1, 3, 132.
Manuscript History, book A-1, 3; cf. Joseph Smith—History 1:22.
Manuscript History, book A-1, 4; cf. Joseph Smith—History 1:22.
Manuscript History, book A-1, 4; cf. Joseph Smith—History 1:22.
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Richard Bushman argues that the Methodist minister quickly
denounced the vision “not because of the strangeness of Joseph’s
story but because of its familiarity. Subjects of revivals all too often
claimed to have seen visions.” Bushman further explains that visions
were often used to justify “a breach of the moral code or a sharp departure in doctrine. . . . Joseph’s report on the divine rejection of all
creeds and churches would have sounded all too familiar.”¹²⁷ This
alone would account for persecution, but why, then, did Smith’s
neighbors never vilify or even mention his theophany?
Joseph’s vulnerability to attack from the sectarian leaders was
heightened by his participation in folk religion. His mother was apparently a folk healer and his father witched for water and hunted for
buried treasure.¹²⁸ Smith himself had apparently taken up the rod by
this point in his life and may have begun using it in attempts to locate treasure.¹²⁹ Diviners and other religious specialists served a social function in their communities. While practitioners of folk religion drew the disdain of village elites, their skills were appreciated
and sought after by ordinary people.¹³⁰ Even the common water
witch fell under the scornful eye of the genteel, yet few had the conﬁdence to dig a well without having it witched ﬁrst.¹³¹ The preachers
and churches of the day knew full well that they competed with other
institutions and individuals for the devotion of the flock. Palmer
himself notes that ministers of the various denominations commonly
preached against Freemasonry and treasure hunting (p. 118).
Now, in addition to being a folk diviner, Smith was a visionary
claiming that all churches were wrong and thus posed even more of
a threat to the leaders of the sects. However, due to his participation in folk religion, the ministers could attack him without having
127. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1984), 58–59.
128. Ashurst-McGee, “Pathway to Prophethood,” 74–98.
129. Ibid., 134–38, 210–15.
130. Alan Taylor, “The Early Republic’s Supernatural Economy: Treasure Seeking in
the American Northeast, 1780–1830,” American Quarterly 38/1 (1968): 6–34.
131. Jon Butler, Awash in a Sea of Faith: Christianizing the American People (Cambridge:
Harvard University Press, 1990), 228–29.
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to mention his vision of Christian apostasy. As Quinn explains, “it
was Joseph Smith’s years as a treasure-seer that made his visionary
claims ripe for ridicule by Palmyra’s residents.”¹³² As Smith himself
recorded, these ministers “were speaking all manner of evil against
me falsely.”¹³³ These false evils were probably gross exaggerations of
his participation in treasure seeking. This is the kind of material that
Hurlbut gathered from Palmyra residents when he came digging for
dirt on the Smiths.
Rather than looking closely at Smith’s 1838 account, Palmer generally follows the standard anti-Mormon reading. Toward the end of
his treatment, however, he introduces the reader to a new argument,
which he begins by laying out some of the details of the Kirtland
apostasy that began in 1837. In December of that year Martin Harris,
one of the Three Witnesses, was excommunicated. In March of 1838,
John Whitmer, one of the Eight Witnesses, was excommunicated.
Later that month, Martin Harris reportedly discredited the testimony
of the Eight Witnesses. Then, on 12 and 13 April, Oliver Cowdery
and David Whitmer, the other two of the Three Witnesses, were excommunicated. The apostasy was, in fact, epidemic. Over ten percent
of the Latter-day Saints defected at this time.
For Palmer, these events provided the background against which
Smith composed the now canonized account of the ﬁrst vision:
Fearing the possible unraveling of the church, Joseph
Smith took to reestablishing his authority. During this
week of 7–13 April, he contemplated rewriting his history. On April 26 he renamed the church. The next day he
started dictating a new first vision narrative. . . . He announced that his initial calling had not come from an angel in 1823, as he had said for over a decade, but from God
132. Quinn, Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, 485–86 n. 364. Actually, the
evidence indicates that Smith did not act as a treasure seer until later. But he apparently
did become involved in treasure seeking in 1820 and may have acted as a treasure dowser.
Ashurst-McGee, “Pathway to Prophethood,” 134–38, 210–15.
133. Manuscript History, book A-1, 4.
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the Father and Jesus Christ in 1820 (JS—History 1:28).
This earlier date established his mission independent of the
troubling questions and former witnesses associated with
the Book of Mormon. Like the 1834–1835 priesthood restoration recitals, the ﬁrst vision version of April 1838 added
signiﬁcant material that bolstered his authority during a
time of crisis. (pp. 248, 251)
However, the account written in 1838 did not say that Smith received his prophetic calling during the ﬁrst vision. As in the earlier
accounts, Smith states that it was Moroni who said to him, as he
puts it, that “God had a work for me to do.”¹³⁴ This is the narrative followed in Smith’s 1842 history as well.¹³⁵ The relevant passage
that Palmer cites from Joseph Smith—History 1:28 was actually
not composed in 1838. Willard Richards added this material to the
history on 2 December 1842.¹³⁶ The insertion merely explains that
since experiencing the ﬁrst vision, Smith had been “guilty of Levity,
& sometimes associated with Jovial company &c, not consistent
with that character which ought to be maintained by one who was
called of God as I had been.”¹³⁷ The point of this redaction was not
to move Joseph Smith’s initial calling prior to the Moroni visions,
but to clarify that although Joseph Smith had admittedly committed
some sins, these sins were neither gross nor malignant. Their gravity derived from the fact that, having seen God, Joseph should have
behaved better. As it turns out, then, Palmer’s key piece of evidence
was written at a later time and for a diﬀerent reason. This invalidates his conclusion that “Joseph’s 1838 ﬁrst vision account served
an immediate, institutional purpose in consolidating his authority
and quashing dissent” (p. 254).
134. Manuscript History, book A-1, 5.
135. Joseph Smith, “Church History,” Times and Seasons 3/9 (1 March 1842): 707.
136. The Papers of Joseph Smith, ed. Dean C. Jessee (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book,
1989), 1:276 n. 2.
137. Ibid., 276.
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Achievements and Failures
Purposes Fulﬁlled
I would prefer to review An Insider’s View simply as a historian and not as a social critic. However, Palmer has not offered us
a conventional work of history. The book is written in a specific
style for a specific audience, and it is written for reasons that deserve to be addressed in terms of their own social agenda. Palmer’s
main objective in writing, as he states it, is “to introduce church
members who have not followed the developments in church history during the last thirty years to issues that are central to the
topic of Mormon origins” (p. x). Strictly speaking, An Insider’s
View succeeds quite well in introducing major issues to the lay
Latter-day Saint reader. But it consistently presents only one side
of these issues. Admittedly, the book is successful in its goal to be
more sophisticated than a Sunday School lesson, but it does not
provide a balanced survey of recent scholarship on Mormon origins. An Insider’s View is a polemical battering ram that uses the
tactics of the worst traditional histories.
Palmer had promised to reconstruct the true history of
Mormon origins from the earliest and most primary sources,
which were recorded “before everything was recast for hierarchical and proselyting purposes” (p. ix). He assured us that he was
not revising the traditional stories of our heritage, but rather,
“salvaging the earliest, authentic versions of these stories from
the ravages of well-meaning censors who have abridged and polished them for institutional purposes” (p. x). On the contrary,
the traditional understanding usually stands up to the canons of
historical analysis better than the reconstructions proposed by
Palmer, which simplify and retrofit later accounts to provide a
seemingly authoritative analysis. Palmer’s strained interpretations
and unrestrained bias spoil any claim to have provided a history
that “rings true” (p. ix).
Palmer’s conclusion features his critique of Mormonism’s historical identity politics. He asks whether the traditional stories of
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Mormon origins have made us “more humble and teachable or
more secure in our exclusivity and condescending toward others?”
(p. 261). This is a question that some Latter-day Saints should
probably spend some time considering. But I doubt that Palmer is
in an ethical position to pose the question because he vaunts himself as an insider, a veteran teacher of the gospel, and an enlightened mentor who—in a gesture of paternal beneﬁcence—oﬀers to
disabuse us of our childlike beliefs. The book reveals what Palmer
had wanted to teach in an LDS institute but could not. Now retired, he can at last teach his view of Mormon origins. But the
book bears the imprint of its own origins. In one sense, it is less a
history than a piece of confessional literature. As it turns out, the
book provides an insider’s view of Palmer himself. Thus Palmer has
also succeeded in his second stated objective for writing: to help
“church members to understand historians and religion teachers
like myself ” (p. x).
Unintended Consequences
What may be said of Palmer’s overarching purpose in writing
the book? His last words to the reader are words of counsel: “As
Latter-day Saints, our religious faith should be based and evaluated
by how our spiritual and moral lives are centered in Jesus Christ,
rather than in Joseph Smith’s largely rewritten, materialistic, idealized, and controversial accounts of the church’s founding. I hope
that this study contributes in some way toward that end” (p. 263).
Only here, at the very end of the book, does it become clear exactly
what Palmer meant in his preface when he stated that he wrote with
the intent “to increase faith, not to diminish it. Still, faith needs
to be built on truth—what is, in fact, true and believable” (p. ix).
In An Insider’s View, Palmer successfully introduces the reader to
the central issues of Mormon origins and conveys the truth as he
sees it. But in doing so, will he increase faith or diminish it? When
those who accept Palmer as their spiritual and intellectual guide to
Mormon origins leave the Book of Mormon behind, will their faith

364 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

in Christ increase? In general, I doubt that increased Christian faith
will follow in the wake of a rejection of the restoration.¹³⁸ With respect to Palmer’s overarching intent, as well as to his more speciﬁc
objectives in writing, I suspect that the book’s failures will far outweigh its achievements.

138. For some ﬁndings on Latter-day Saint disaﬃliation and “doctrinal apostates,” see
Stan L. Albrecht, “The Consequential Dimension of Mormon Religiosity,” in Latter-day
Saint Social Life: Social Research on the LDS Church and Its Members, ed. James T. Duke
(Provo, Utah: BYU Religious Studies Center, 1998), 272–75.

Prying into Palmer
Louis Midgley

When I do it, it’s not gossip, it’s social history.
Saul Bellow¹

S

ometime prior to August 1987, I acquired a copy of a rough manuscript entitled “New York Mormonism” that was circulating in what
was then known as the “Mormon Underground.” The author of this antiMormon propaganda identiﬁed himself merely as “Paul Pry Jr.”² Though
not now a household label, the name Paul Pry once had considerable allusive power. By calling himself Paul Pry, the secretive author of “New
York Mormonism” emphatically signaled his bias, at least for aﬁcionados
of anti-Mormon literature. Who or what was Paul Pry? And what might
an enigmatic Paul Pry Jr. have to do with Grant H. Palmer’s Insider’s View
of Mormon Origins? I believe that the answers to these questions are
1. Saul Bellow, Ravelstein (New York: Penguin Books, 2000), 65.
2. In 1987, D. Michael Quinn made some use of “New York Mormonism.” See Early
Mormonism and the Magic World View (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1987), 277, for
the bibliographic entry in which Quinn indicated that the “typed manuscript [was] in circulation in 1986.” In Early Mormonism and the Magic World View, 2nd ed. (Salt Lake City:

Review of Grant H. Palmer. An Insider’s View of Mormon Origins.
Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 2002. xiii + 281 pp., with selected
bibliography and index. $24.95.
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essential to a proper understanding of Palmer’s book and are thus worthy of careful consideration.
Paul Pry was the name of a ﬁctitious, inquisitive fellow whose
exploits were once celebrated in theater and song. Such a one was
inclined especially to prying into and mocking political mischief
and pious fraud. Anne Newport Royall (1769–1854)—an interesting, highly contentious, independent ﬁgure,³ and perhaps the ﬁrst
American female newspaper writer and editor—seems to have appropriated the name to signal to those who subscribed to Paul Pry’s
Weekly Bulletin,⁴ her gossipy newspaper, what they could expect to
ﬁnd therein. “Pryism” was thus alive and well in the United States in
the 1820s.
With but one tiny exception,⁵ the ﬁrst mocking remarks by early
critics about Joseph Smith and his “Gold Bible” were published under the now virtually forgotten pseudonym of Paul Pry. On 25 July
1829, months before the Book of Mormon was even published,
an unsigned item—a spoof—bearing the belittling title “From the
Golden Bible: Chronicles Chapter I” appeared in Anne Royall’s
Signature Books, 1998), 469 n. 162 and 540 n. 69, the date for “New York Mormonism”
was simply given as 1986. A close reading of the manuscript indicates that the portion
entitled “More Than a Salamander,” which its author called “Chapter V,” had to have been
written after 16 August 1985 since a talk entitled “Reading Church History” given on that
date by Elder Dallin H. Oaks is cited. Robert F. Smith, who was the ﬁrst to cite “New York
Mormonism,” merely indicated that his copy of the manuscript was dated “ca. 1985.” See
Smith’s “Oracles & Talismans, Forgery & Pansophia: Joseph Smith, Jr. as a Renaissance
Magus,” bound typescript (“August 1987—Draft”), 30 n. 90.
3. For some of the details, see Cynthia Earman, “An Uncommon Scold: TreasureTalk Describes Life of Anne Royall,” The Library of Congress Information Bulletin, January
2000, available at www.loc.gov/lcib/0001/royall.html (accessed 17 December 2003). On
one occasion, Anne Royall was arrested for cursing a minister who stood outside her
window praying. She violently objected to what she considered to be his eﬀort to convert her. She was charged with disturbing the peace and “being a public nuisance, a common brawler and a common scold.” She was convicted and “thus became the ﬁrst North
American legally declared a common scold”—hence the title of Earman’s essay (ibid.).
4. Anne Royall’s Paul Pry’s Weekly Bulletin ﬁrst appeared in 1828–29 in Rochester,
New York. In 1831, she moved her Paul Pry venture to Washington, D.C., where it eventually morphed into something called the Huntress (1836–54).
5. See the Wayne Sentinel, 26 June 1829.
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newspaper. Two more items quickly followed in Paul Pry’s Weekly
Bulletin.⁶ Subsequently, the so-called Gold Bible or Golden Bible became the object of much derision in numerous newspaper essays in
Palmyra, Rochester, and elsewhere, and literary anti-Mormonism
was launched. The name Paul Pry, then, was historically used by
a writer in 1829 to express opposition to the Book of Mormon and
Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth claims. Who, I wondered in the summer of 1987, was this cagey “Paul Pry Jr.,” the author of “New York
Mormonism”? Within days I had figured out that it was Grant
Palmer, a veteran, seemingly faithful, trusted employee of the Church
Educational System (CES).⁷
Palmer, who now boasts of having had a “passion for church history” (p. x), appears also to have been during his CES career an ardent
consumer of revisionist, essentially anti-Mormon accounts of Latterday Saint origins. This passion led him twenty years ago to fashion what
he then described as his own “more secular scenario for the origins of
Mormonism.”⁸ Ron Priddis, currently managing director of Signature
Books, got it right at the Sunstone Symposium in Salt Lake City in 2002
when he indicated that An Insider’s View was a project that Palmer had
been working on “for twenty years.”⁹ “New York Mormonism” was the
6. “From the Golden Bible: Chronicles Chapter III,” Paul Pry’s Weekly Bulletin,
8 August 1829, followed on 29 August 1829 by “Chronicles, Chapter I.”
7. In 1987, Quinn did not know—or, at least, did not reveal—the identity of “Paul
Pry Jr.” But in 1998, he indicated that Grant Palmer, whom he did not otherwise identify,
was the author of “New York Mormonism.” See Early Mormonism (2nd ed.), 469 n. 162
and 540 n. 69. He wrote as follows: “Palmer was identiﬁed as ‘Pry’ in Robert F. Smith,
‘Oracles & Talismans, Forgery & Pansophia: Joseph Smith, Jr. as a Renaissance Magus,’
bound typescript (‘August 1987—Draft’), 30n90.” Quinn neglected to indicate where a
copy of “New York Mormonism” could be located; instead, he merely indicated where one
might ﬁnd copies of Robert F. Smith’s paper. A copy of Palmer’s “New York Mormonism”
can now be found in the Papers of Louis C. Midgley (MSS 2806), L. Tom Perry Special
Collections, Harold B. Lee Library, Brigham Young University, Provo, Utah (hereafter
Perry Collections).
8. Introduction to Palmer [Pry, pseud.], “New York Mormonism,” 11.
9. Ron Priddis, “Twenty Years! Celebrating Signature Books and Its Contribution to
Mormon Studies,” paper presented at 2002 Sunstone Symposium, Salt Lake City, Utah,
August 2002. An audio recording is available from Sunstone (SL 02 #333).
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first draft of An Insider’s View. And it was written and circulated by
Palmer to his friends while he was still teaching Latter-day Saint high
school students for CES. What exactly was it, one might ask, that eventually turned Palmer from a consumer of anti-Mormon literature into
the clandestine author of “New York Mormonism”?
“Hook, Line, and Salamander”: Swallowing the Tales of Hofmann
and Hoﬀmann
Palmer boasts that, while employed by CES, he was “always open
to new ideas and freely shared them with others.”¹⁰ This appears to be
his cautious way of indicating that, among other things, during the
1980s he was circulating revisionist materials to his CES colleagues
and friends.¹¹ Still, he claims that from 1967 to 1985 he was “totally a
true believer.”¹² Then in 1985 he turned away from the faith. He explains what happened in the following language: “In the fall of 1984,
the Martin Harris Salamander Letter caused me to explore what impact Joseph Smith’s magical mind-set may have had upon the Moroni
golden plates story and the witnesses to the Book of Mormon.”¹³ In
1985 he drafted his radically revisionist “New York Mormonism.”
The precursor to An Insider’s View demonstrates that in 1985 Palmer
uncritically accepted the speculation fueled by the circulation of a letter
dated 23 October 1830 that was supposedly written by Martin Harris
to W. W. Phelps. In this notorious letter, which eventually turned out to
be one of Mark Hofmann’s clever forgeries, Harris claimed that Joseph
Smith, when he visited the place where the plates were hidden, was confronted by a tricky guarding spirit—a white salamander changeling—
instead of a heavenly messenger. Palmer saw this letter as a ﬁnal proof
that secular and sectarian critics of Joseph Smith had always been right.
10. Grant H. Palmer, “Biographical Sketch of My CES Career, 1967–2001,” www
.signaturebooks.com/excerpts/insider’s2.htm (accessed 4 January 2004).
11. Though these items provide an indication of Palmer’s disposition prior to his
drafting of “New York Mormonism” in 1985, they have not yet been assembled and archived, and I will make no use of them in this essay.
12. Palmer, “Biographical Sketch.”
13. Ibid.
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Though its importance cannot be overestimated, it was not
merely Palmer’s enthrallment with the forged so-called white salamander letter that launched him as an author. He has indicated to
me that it was a fairy tale entitled “The Golden Pot”¹⁴—written by
the gifted and eccentric composer, painter, conductor, musical critic,
theater director, stage designer, and Romantic writer Ernst Theodor
Amadeus Hoﬀmann (1776–1822)—that provided him with his prize
original contribution to the vast array of details that have been used
to embellish both secular and sectarian explanations of Latter-day
Saint origins. It was Hoﬀmann’s tale that provided Palmer with his
controlling, central thesis for “New York Mormonism.”¹⁵ It is noteworthy that in An Insider’s View, Palmer does not claim originality
for his secular explanations of Joseph Smith; instead, he claims to be
setting out for misinformed or uninformed members of the church “a
near-consensus on many of the details” (p. ix) that has been reached
by professional Latter-day Saint historians over the past three decades. He implies that he speaks for virtually the entire Mormon history profession on the issues he raises (see especially pp. vii–viii).
In An Insider’s View, Palmer now suppresses the fact that it was the
presence of salamander lore in E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s “The Golden Pot”
that, when coupled with the salamander references in Mark Hofmann’s
14. E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s Der goldne Topf was ﬁrst published in German in 1814 and
then made available by Thomas Carlyle in English in 1827 under the title “The Golden
Pot.” Palmer relies on the Carlyle translation. It can now easily be found as “The Golden
Flower Pot” in E. F. Bleiler, ed., The Best Tales of Hoffmann (New York: Dover, 1967),
1–70. The Carlyle translation is also available in The Nutcracker and the Golden Pot, ed.
Philip Smith (New York: Dover, 1993), 1–70, for the modest price of one dollar. I use this
Dover edition for my quotations. A summary of its plot and an examination of the claims
Palmer makes for it appear later in this essay. An online version of “The Golden Pot”
can be found, with a diﬀerent pagination, at Blackmask Online: www.blackmask.com/
books72c/goldpot.htm (accessed 13 January 2004).
15. See “Memo of Conversation between Grant H. Palmer and Louis Midgley.” This
memo, a six-page, single-spaced, typed version of the notes I made during a phone conversation I had with Palmer on 17 October 2003, is available in the Perry Collections
(MSS 2806; I informed Palmer that I was taking detailed notes and that I would type them
and make them available to him for correction and ampliﬁcation, which he subsequently
declined to do).
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forged white salamander letter, sent him down his current path.¹⁶
Hence the following: “This early 19th century account by Hoﬀmann is
a story complete with a salamander with all the appearance[,] form[,]
abilities[,] and personality traits of Joseph Smith’s salamander, set in the
very Moroni story itself! To put it bluntly, there is far more to explain
here than a salamander!”¹⁷ Even when the identity of the secretive
author of “New York Mormonism” became known and Palmer’s Paul
Pry ploy got him into severe diﬃculties with his employer, he never
turned away from his long enthrallment with anti-Mormon ideology,
with the basic contents of his “New York Mormonism,” with the key
element in one of Mark Hofmann’s notorious forgeries, and especially
with E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s “The Golden Pot.” What has disappeared from
Palmer’s most recent version of his explanation of Mormon origins is
overt references to what got him started as an author—that is, to the
salamander lore found in the tales of both Hofmann and Hoﬀmann.¹⁸
“New York Mormonism” does not seem to have been the product of
original research but, instead, a compendium of anti-Mormon arguments bolstered by speculation generated by Hofmann’s forgeries and
Hoﬀmann’s fairy tales (cf. pp. 135–74).
In “New York Mormonism,” Palmer attacks the historical foundations of the faith of the Saints by drawing upon the sensational forgeries of Mark Hofmann. In addition to being enthralled with the white
salamander letter, he was also infatuated with the lies Mark Hofmann
told his friend Brent Metcalfe about an imaginary Oliver Cowdery history supposedly secreted in the vault of the First Presidency, as well
as with many of the aﬃdavits in E. D. Howe’s notorious Mormonism
16. Palmer briefly mentions Mark Hofmann’s forged salamander letter in his
“Biographical Sketch.”
17. Chapter V, entitled “More Than a Salamander,” in Palmer, “New York Mormonism,” 1.
18. I have borrowed the expression “tales of Hoﬀmann” from Jacques Oﬀenbach’s Les
contes d’Hoﬀmann (The Tales of Hoﬀmann), which is based on several of Hoﬀmann’s stories,
including the dancing doll from “The Sand-Man,” the wonderful barcarole from a Venetian
tale, and so forth. See Palmer’s “Biographical Sketch” for details concerning his enthrallment
with the forged salamander letter and his subsequent adoption of the most radical speculation concerning Joseph Smith’s involvement in occult and magic lore and practices.
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Unvailed, all of which he wove together with opinions drawn from
some marginal contemporary critics of the faith of the Saints. But the
casual reader of An Insider’s View is shielded from all of this. Instead,
Palmer now presents himself—and is pictured by his publisher—as a
faithful Saint and CES “insider.” However, the fact is that by the end
of 1984 Palmer had swallowed, “hook, line, and salamander,” the revisionist anti-Mormon propaganda popular at that time.
It must be remembered that Mark Hofmann’s sensational forgeries helped generate, and at least partially gratiﬁed, a passion for textual exotica that was then the rage among Mormon historians, faithful or otherwise. One of the “devil’s Golden Questions” back then
was, “Have you any documents?” In the 1980s, dissidents salivated
with anticipation at the prospect of some previously unknown letter
or other document that could be used to support or ground a radically diﬀerent way of telling the story of the restoration. Hofmann’s
“discoveries,” all of which were eventually shown to be forgeries, as
well as the rumors spread by Metcalfe about the history supposedly
written by Oliver Cowdery, are now known to have been the products of a combination of low, mercenary motives and a passion to
harm the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. It was in this
intellectual context that “New York Mormonism” was written.
Palmer seems to have imagined that he could fashion a stunning
revisionist history that would pull the Church of Jesus Christ from its
historical foundations by drawing upon what was then being made
of the Hofmann forgeries. The ﬁrst draft of An Insider’s View appears
to have been Palmer’s eﬀort to exploit the white salamander letter,
coupled with the speculations of a few highly controversial Mormon
historians and sectarian propagandists.¹⁹ His only original “contribution” to this “more secular scenario” of Mormon origins was E. T. A.
Hoﬀmann’s salamander lore from “The Golden Pot.”
19. The authors Palmer drew upon include sectarian critics Sandra and Jerald Tanner
and the late Reverend Wesley P. Walters, as well as Brent Lee Metcalfe, Marvin S. Hill,
D. Michael Quinn, and Sterling M. McMurrin.

372 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

Palmer was not, as he now claims, reluctantly or painfully driven to
the position he now takes in An Insider’s View. “New York Mormonism,”
despite being a rough draft, reveals someone caught up in the poorly
reasoned, half-understood revisionist literature about the historical
foundations of the faith of the Saints that was then circulating, supplemented by Hofmann’s mischievous forgeries and the speculation they
fueled.
The “Paul Pry” Palmer Version of Mormon Origins
I located a portion of the manuscript of “New York Mormonism”
in the summer of 1987. It was divided into what appeared to be three
“chapters,” each of which is numbered separately. I subsequently acquired a copy of the crucial, ﬁfty-four-page ﬁfth “chapter.”
I. “Introduction” (ten pages);²⁰
[II. Palmer has informed me that he never drafted a second
chapter.]
III. “No Man Knows My History” (ﬁfteen pages);
III. “No Man Knows My History” (nine pages);²¹
IV. “The Early Story of the Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon” (eighteen pages);
IV. “The Early Story of the Coming Forth of the Book of Mormon” (also eighteen pages);²²
V. “More Than a Salamander” (forty-one pages of text, with
thirteen pages of notes paginated separately).²³
20. The entire manuscript of “New York Mormonism” is single-spaced.
21. Though it carries the same number and title, this item is diﬀerent from the one
preceding it.
22. This is also entirely diﬀerent from the one above it that carries the same number
and title.
23. In his endnotes to “New York Mormonism,” Palmer mentions three appendixes,
which seem to have included the notorious white salamander letter and some aﬃdavits
from the Philastus Hurlbut collection printed in Eber D. Howe, Mormonism Unvailed
(Painesville, Ohio: by the author, 1834). These items may have only been planned and
hence not actually circulated by Palmer.
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The first chapter of “New York Mormonism” provides an indication of how Pry approached the Latter-day Saint past and what
would follow in the manuscript. This portion consists almost entirely
of long quotations from Sterling McMurrin, then a prominent “cultural Mormon” and critic of the church. Palmer oﬀered no commentary. He also quoted passages from something written by D. Michael
Quinn in which he attacked several of the Brethren.²⁴ In subsequent
portions of “New York Mormonism,” Palmer claimed that the Saints
have been lied to or otherwise misled by the Brethren right from the
start; the Saints have therefore gravely misunderstood the crucial
founding events. He insisted that this pattern of deceit began with
Joseph Smith even before the publication of the Book of Mormon
and has continued to the present. From his perspective, the Saints
have never been able to face what he thinks is the truth about the
Latter-day Saint past. What follows is his eﬀort to show that the Book
of Mormon is not what it claims to be, that there were no ancient records, and that Joseph Smith was not a prophet as understood by the
Saints. These conclusions are not presented as somehow reluctantly
reached, but as part of an aggressive secular agenda.
“Paul Pry Jr.” and Grant Palmer
In a recent phone conversation, Palmer told me that he was not
aware of Paul Pry’s Weekly Bulletin and was not really familiar with
“Pryism”—he actually claimed that he did not fully understand what
the name Paul Pry signaled. I have a hard time believing this. His
knowledge of the Latter-day Saint past is derivative, as he emphasizes
in An Insider’s View (see pp. vii–ix). When he chose to hide his identity behind the name Paul Pry, I doubt that he was unaware of the signiﬁcance of the name or of its anti-Mormon symbolic power. One does
24. For his own polemical purposes, Quinn distorted some of my views on how we
ought to deal with the Latter-day Saint past. For the relevant details concerning the confusion manifested by Quinn about my views in the essay from which Palmer quotes, see
Louis Midgley, “Comments on Critical Exchanges,” FARMS Review of Books 13/1 (2001):
91–126, especially 93–103.
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not simply pluck that name out of thin air. With his vaunted “passion
for church history” (p. x), would he not have determined the signiﬁcance of the name, even if one of his associates or anti-Mormon
handlers—the one who proposed in 1985 that he use the name Paul
Pry to cloak his real identity—neglected to inform him of its unique
history and significance?²⁵ But even if he did not fully understand
the signiﬁcance of Paul Pry, by hiding behind that persona he clearly
sought to keep his CES colleagues in the dark about his rejection of the
historical foundations and content of the faith of the Saints.²⁶
What exactly was it that led Palmer to draft and then circulate
“New York Mormonism” under a pseudonym? He has, I believe,
spelled out the reasons for his having shifted to circulating his radically revisionist speculation under a pseudonym rather than under
his own name. Though his chronology is a bit garbled, he has set
out most of the crucial details in his “Biographical Sketch.” Palmer
explains that his opinions unsettled his colleagues at the Brighton
High School Seminary. He admitted that “during the 1985–86 school
year, [he] experienced some diﬃculty with [his] ﬁle leaders while at
Brighton Seminary.”²⁷ Among the problems he faced, he mentions
having “shared [his] research on Joseph Smith and magic with faculty
members and several of them did not appreciate it.”²⁸ Hence he “was
placed on probation [by his CES supervisors] for one year, beginning
on 3 January 1985.”²⁹ He “agreed to tone things down and [he] apologized to the Brighton [seminary] faculty for creating an unsettling
environment in the seminary by sharing with them.”³⁰ So it seems
that his problems with his colleagues and supervisors had actually be25. See “Memo of Conversation,” 2.
26. Palmer has an amazing capacity to rationalize his behavior. For example, he told
me that he thinks that he has convinced his bishop that he is a heretic rather than an
apostate. In his case, this seems to me to be a distinction without a diﬀerence. See “Memo
of Conversation,” 3. And he justiﬁed circulating “New York Mormonism” under a pseudonym because of what he described as the “repressive” CES atmosphere. Ibid.
27. Palmer, “Biographical Sketch.”
28. Ibid.
29. Ibid.
30. Ibid.
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gun in 1984 and not “during the 1985–86 school year.” In addition, he
indicated that in the fall of 1984 he had swallowed Mark Hofmann’s
forgeries and the speculation they fueled. He was in 1984 opining to
his colleagues about what he considered Joseph Smith’s involvement
in magic. While on probation, instead of “sharing” his opinions with
his colleagues, he drafted “New York Mormonism” and this time circulated his opinions under a blatant anti-Mormon pseudonym. And,
as Palmer also admits, “the Area Director over the entire Salt Lake
valley knew I was struggling.”³¹ What Palmer did not indicate in his
“Biographical Sketch” is that his CES supervisors had discovered his
Paul Pry ploy. Palmer’s way of explaining what happened is that, “preferring to teach the adult mind,” he “asked to teach inmates at the Salt
Lake County jail.”³² In Palmer’s “Biographical Sketch,” there is, unfortunately, no mention of (1) his hiding behind the name Paul Pry or
(2) the role “New York Mormonism” played in getting him assigned
to counseling at the Salt Lake County jail.
If, with very little eﬀort, I could ﬁgure out who was hiding behind
the name Paul Pry, it was inevitable that others, including his colleagues and supervisors in CES, either already knew or would soon
discover that Palmer was the author of a craven bit of anti-Mormon
propaganda. And this is exactly what happened. He has informed
me that late in 1987, or early the next year, after his CES supervisor
became aware that he had been circulating “New York Mormonism”
under the name Paul Pry Jr., he was released from teaching seminary
and allowed to “volunteer,” as he puts it,³³ for what he described to
me as “chaplain duty” at the Salt Lake County jail.³⁴ In this role he
31. Ibid.
32. Ibid.
33. Compare the following: “I volunteered toward the end of my career to be the LDS
Institute director at the Salt Lake County jail” (p. x).
34. Palmer freely discussed with me his confrontation with his CES supervisor when
it was discovered that he had been covertly circulating “New York Mormonism.” See
“Memo of Conversation,” 2. In my phone conversation with Palmer, he never described
his work at the jail as directorial, but merely as “chaplain duty.” I have no objections to the
use of that label.
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indicated that he was not allowed to teach what he called “Mormon
theology” but was, instead, permitted to do some counseling and to
give ethical advice.³⁵ This he did until his retirement.
Palmer seems to have drawn from the CES deck a card reading
“Go to jail; do not pass go.” But he seems to have held his own card
reading “Accept retirement from the tithe payers and then receive applause for an anti-Mormon book.”
“Primarily an Institute Director”?
Why, one might ask, has Palmer’s publisher emphasized his
having been “three-time director of LDS Institutes of Religion in
California and Utah” (back cover)?³⁶ Is this a way of portraying him
as a loyal “insider” since Signature Books clearly wants him to be
seen as being right there in the center of CES things? Or is it a way
of puﬃng Palmer’s credentials since “Institute director” sounds more
impressive than “seminary teacher”? In addition to this claim of his
being a “three-time director of LDS Institutes of Religion,” Palmer
himself claims in the opening line of his preface to An Insider’s
View that “for thirty-four years I was primarily an Institute director
for the Church Educational System (CES)” (p. vii, emphasis added).
“Primarily”? I have looked into this claim and it turns out to be a bit
of an exaggeration. With Palmer’s assistance, I have been able to reconstruct his CES assignments.³⁷
Palmer began his CES career teaching at the Church College of
New Zealand, which is the Latter-day Saint high school in Templeview
35. See “Notes . . . on the Grant Palmer Book Signing at the Sam Weller Bookstore
in S[alt] L[ake] C[ity] on Saturday, November 30, 2002,” 5. This is a six-page, singlespaced, typed report including a description of the setting and those present, a summary
of Palmer’s speech and the questions and answers that followed, a note on conversations
following the question period, and addenda concerning more of what Palmer had said
during his speech and answers. This item is available in MSS 2806 in Perry Collections.
36. This is also quoted by Tom Kimball, the Signature publicist, in a news release
entitled “Event Launches New Book: Mormon Founder Borrowed Ideas, Says Scholar,”
Signature Books News, 26 November 2002.
37. See Palmer, “Biographical Sketch,” and cf. “Memo of Conversation,” 1.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Midgley) • 377

(1967–70). He was hired to teach British Empire history but was eventually shifted to teaching religion classes. For health reasons, he did not
complete his four-year contract. Palmer was then made the CES coordinator, his oﬃcial title, for the Whittier Stake in California (1970–
73), where he also taught some college-age students at Rio Hondo Jr.
College and Whittier College. He then worked one year on a Ph.D. at
Brigham Young University before being again assigned as CES coordinator for the Chico Stake (1975–80), where he also taught collegeage students at Butte College in Oroville, California. These assignments, where he was the sole CES employee, came at the beginning
of his career. He had nothing to do with LDS Institutes of Religion,
as that label is commonly understood, for the last two decades of his
CES career. Why? In 1980 he relocated to the Salt Lake Valley, where
he taught seminary first at East High School (1980–81) and then at
Brighton High School (1981–87). He ended his CES career not teaching but counseling in a jail.³⁸ What the word “primarily” means is that
for nine of the thirty-four years of his CES career, while supervising
local seminary teachers, he was also an institute “director.” Even if one
were inclined to count his counseling work at a jail as being an institute
director, which I am not willing to do, his career seems to have taken
a downward spiral, but neither this fact nor any of the reasons for it is
mentioned by Palmer or in the Signature hype for An Insider’s View.
I realize that some will complain that, by probing Palmer’s background (or beliefs), I oﬀer a diversion from the issues he raises and
that what I have presented is an ad hominem attack. This is nonsense.
Palmer and his publisher have made his CES career an issue. And his
book has a history; he and his book cannot be separated. His book is
the product of motivations and sources that also have a meaning and
history. In addition, he makes claims about himself. Looking into such
things is called intellectual history. It should be noted that Palmer
strives to engage in just such a venture by attempting to set out what he
thinks were the sources of Joseph Smith’s story, the Book of Mormon,
and so forth. If my look at Palmer’s motivations and his own history of
38. Information in this paragraph is found in Palmer, “Biographical Sketch.”
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attempting to unravel the faith of the Saints is a personal attack, then
the same is true of his treatment of Joseph Smith. But neither Palmer’s
attack on Joseph Smith nor my treatment of his attack on the Prophet
should be dismissed as an ad hominem or as a personal attack.
From “New York Mormonism” to An Insider’s View
It is common for historians—Michael Quinn comes to mind—and
various journalists to warrant their work by thanking virtually everyone they have met for assisting them with their research,³⁹ but Palmer
gives only a general nod of appreciation to nameless “friends and colleagues” who read the “ﬁrst and subsequent drafts” of An Insider’s View
(p. xiii). Are these people nameless because revealing who they are
would signal that he is an “insider” among those on the fringes—that
is, among apostates, dissidents, and cultural Mormons? He also neglects to indicate what triggered the ﬁrst draft of his book, who helped
him get started on his book in the 1980s, who encouraged him, who
provided him with information then or more recently, who fed him
ideas, or who it was that polished his manuscript for publication.
There is, however, evidence in “New York Mormonism” indicating that, when the Hofmann aﬀair was taking place, Palmer was
deeply involved with Brent Metcalfe. Palmer also indicated to me
that in 1987 (or soon thereafter) George D. Smith, the wealthy owner
of Signature Books, wrote to him and urged him to turn “New York
Mormonism” into a book.⁴⁰ This seems to have been an important bit
of encouragement since it came soon after Mark Hofmann was ex39. For pages of such acknowledgments by D. Michael Quinn, see his Early
Mormonism (1st ed.), vii–xv; The Mormon Hierarchy: Origins of Power (Salt Lake City:
Signature Books, 1994), xiii–xv; and The Mormon Hierarchy: Extensions of Power (Salt
Lake City: Signature Books, 1997), ix–xii. Lavish acknowledgments are, especially in the
case of journalists, a way of appearing to have done much consultation and scholarly research; they are also a way of warranting their opinions without the potentially messy
business of citing sources to back them up. Journalists thus eschew footnotes for the very
reason scholars appreciate them.
40. “Memo of Conversation,” 2. Palmer neglects to mention this in his “Biographical
Sketch.”
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posed as a forger and the basis for Palmer’s Paul Pry project had been
blown away; it was thus at a time when he was in deep trouble with
his CES employers.
While doing “chaplain duty” at the Salt Lake County jail, even with
some personal distractions, he continued supplementing and revising
the opinions he had begun to set out in “New York Mormonism.” The
fall of Mark Hofmann may have temporarily put a bit of a damper on
Palmer’s project, but soon, with help from others, he was back working
on his manuscript, which he published under his own name following his retirement. Unlike his ﬁrst eﬀort, this time he suppressed his
infatuation with salamanders.
The Tales of Hoﬀmann (and Hofmann)
and the Society of Salamanders
In the ﬁnal chapter of his initial draft of An Insider’s View, entitled “More Than a Salamander,” Palmer made much of Hoﬀmann’s
“The Golden Flower Pot,” as its English translation was sometimes
called. In neither his ﬁrst draft nor in his ﬁnal book version is Palmer
arguing that, as a young boy, Joseph Smith was involved for a while
with a group that dug for supposedly buried treasure. That story is
well-known to interested Latter-day Saints.⁴¹ Instead, Palmer took
a different tack by claiming that Joseph Smith plagiarized the entire story of a heavenly messenger with an ancient record from elements he believed were in Hoﬀmann’s tale. In 1985, Palmer insisted
that the Joseph Smith story, in all its rich detail, is exactly the same as
Hoﬀmann’s tale, particularly including the presence of an elemental
spirit—a changeling, trickster, magician, wonder-working salamander.
He boldly proclaimed that Joseph Smith and his family had plagiarized their entire story from Hoﬀmann.
What linked, for Palmer, E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s tale to Joseph Smith?
It was Mark Hofmann placing a salamander in one of his forgeries
41. See, for example, Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of
Mormonism (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984). In the first draft of his book
Palmer neglected even to mention Bushman’s book.
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and then inventing an Oliver Cowdery history, which, he said, also included talk about a salamander. Without Mark Hofmann, it is likely
that no one would have linked “The Golden Pot” and the story of the
restoration. But this fact is entirely suppressed in An Insider’s View. In
its direct form, of course, Palmer’s secular explanation of Joseph Smith’s
prophetic truth claims and of the Book of Mormon collapsed when
Mark Hofmann was exposed as a forger. But unfortunately, a somewhat more cautious version of the speculation generated by Hofmann’s
forgery remains covertly behind Palmer’s current appeal to E. T. A.
Hoﬀmann’s fairy tale.
How, one might wonder, did Palmer start down this road? How
did he “discover” E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s bizarre tale that contains references to an imaginary society of salamanders? In October 1985,
someone seems to have called Robert F. Smith’s attention to the
salamander motif in Hoﬀmann’s Der goldne Topf and its possibility
as the source for the salamander image in Mark Hofmann’s sensational forged salamander letter. Smith seems to have then brought
Hoﬀmann’s tale to the attention of Ronald Walker, who, along with
Brent Metcalfe, was employed at the time by Steven F. Christensen
to do research on magical, occult practices and lore in Joseph Smith’s
environment.⁴² According to Palmer, it was Walker who introduced
him to the Hoffmann tale. Palmer’s subsequent treatment of “The
Golden Pot” became the key element in his eﬀort to show that Joseph
Smith had fashioned his own story of encounters with a heavenly
messenger and of his subsequent possession of a record engraved on
golden plates from Hoﬀmann’s tale, stressing the salamander theme.
Palmer coyly indicates in An Insider’s View that “about a decade
and a half ago, there was some consternation and confusion over
42. For details on Steven Christensen’s employment of Ronald Walker, Brent
Metcalfe, and Dean Jessee, see Richard E. Turley Jr., Victims: The LDS Church and the
Mark Hofmann Case (Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1992), 83–84, 88, 95. Robert
Smith informs me that, beginning in 1984 and at the request of Walker, he prepared various drafts of his “Oracles & Talismans.” Smith only made the last version of this paper,
dated August 1987, widely available two years after the research project was terminated
just before Christensen’s murder by Mark Hofmann in October 1985.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Midgley) • 381

Mark Hofmann’s forgeries and murders. In fact, it has taken a while
to sort through and correct the damage he caused” (p. ix). Damage to
what?—among other things, to Palmer’s revisionist history as he had
set it out in “New York Mormonism.” Palmer has had to suppress direct mention of the salamander motif from his later attacks on Joseph
Smith. In An Insider’s View, Palmer merely mentions the salamander
motif from “The Golden Pot” in the obscurity of two footnotes. In the
ﬁrst instance, he casually mentions that a salamander can represent
ﬁre, an elemental power (p. 151 n. 27), which is true. In the second, he
claims that “in the Hoﬀmann novel and the New York story [that is, in
Joseph Smith’s story], both archivists are spirits capable of appearing in
a kingly or majestic form, a frightful form, and as a pleasant old man”
(pp. 151–52 n. 28). This highly problematic assertion makes it clear that
Palmer is still trying hard to turn Moroni into a salamander: he argues
that the Archivarius Lindhorst in Hoﬀmann’s tale sometimes “appears
as a frightening old man or as a serpent or salamander” (p. 152 n. 28).
Other than these two tangential instances, there is no mention at all
in An Insider’s View of the salamander motif. But Palmer mentioned
salamanders 235 times in forty-one single-spaced pages of his ﬁfth and
key chapter of “New York Mormonism.” Why has Palmer suppressed
his initial fascination with the salamander motif in “The Golden Pot”?
If nothing else, Palmer (or one of his handlers) has toned down, moderated, and essentially obscured the bold claims he once made about
Joseph Smith encountering a trickster salamander changeling rather
than a heavenly messenger.⁴³
Without the evidence of the white salamander letter to bolster his
assertions, there was, as Palmer grants, at least “some consternation and
confusion,” as well as much “damage,” to his own revisionist enterprise.
43. At the Sunstone panel entitled “Author Meets Critics: An Insider’s View of Mormon
Origins,” held in August 2003 (tape recording SL 03 #275), Palmer indicated that Ron
Walker “put the word salamander into his computer and got all these books and he brought
them home and read them and he read ‘The Golden Pot’ by E. T. A. Hoﬀmann.” However,
in 1984–85, there was no Internet and little or no capacity to search for any literary item
with a computer. The fact is that Palmer was not aware of how Walker came to know about
Hoﬀmann’s tale.
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But these embarrassing details are suppressed in An Insider’s View.
Instead, Palmer’s notion of what he calls a “New Mormon History”—
that is, radically revisionist accounts of Joseph Smith and the Book of
Mormon—are said to have moved relentlessly forward toward a nearconsensus among Mormon historians, with perhaps a mere snag here
and there. Instead of abandoning the idea that Joseph Smith borrowed
his story, down to the smallest details, from Hoﬀmann’s bizarre fairy
tale, Palmer has tacitly shifted his ground somewhat and moved on as
if nothing much has happened to challenge his original explanation.
Instead of the lurid language in the key portion of his original draft,
Palmer’s argument is now much more modestly set out in An Insider’s
View. But the truth is that without Hofmann’s forged white salamander
letter, there is simply no longer any good reason to see “The Golden
Pot” as a source for the story of a heavenly messenger with an ancient
history that Joseph Smith would eventually translate “by the gift and
power of God.”⁴⁴ Palmer cheats when he talks about what he claims is
the key relationship between “The Golden Pot” and the account given
by Joseph Smith. Why? No one in the Hoﬀmann tale translates anything—and certainly not by the gift and power of God. When I drew
this to Palmer’s attention, he complained that Hoﬀmann had not been
suﬃciently clear. In other words, Hoﬀmann unfortunately failed to say
what Palmer wished he had said to make his case against the Prophet.⁴⁵
Unlike Palmer, it should be noted that Robert Smith provided a
reasonably accurate description of the contents of Hoﬀmann’s tale.⁴⁶
He was anxious to identify where Mark Hofmann might have gotten
the idea of inserting a salamander into one of his forged letters, as
well as his motives behind the lies he told Brent Metcalfe about a
nonexistent Oliver Cowdery history hidden in the vault of the First
Presidency. Unlike Palmer, Smith thought that Joseph Smith “is unlikely to have cribbed anything from the story (the diﬀerences are
44. This is how Palmer described what Hoﬀmann has his ﬁctional Anselmus doing
in “The Golden Pot.” This language was used by Palmer in a Sunstone symposium panel
discussion entitled “Author Meets Critics.”
45. See “Memo of Conversation,” 5.
46. See R. F. Smith, “Oracles & Talismans,” 93.
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far too striking).” But Robert Smith granted that the salamander
changeling “fitted much better into Joseph’s day than anyone has
imagined heretofore.”⁴⁷ For him, “the real questions are ‘Where do
the elements used by E. T. A. Hoﬀmann come from?’ and ‘Did the
forger use this story?’ ”⁴⁸ “The forger,” for Robert Smith, was Mark
Hofmann and certainly not Joseph Smith. Robert Smith showed that
the bulk of whatever vague parallels there may appear to be between
“The Golden Pot” and Joseph Smith’s account of his encounters with
heavenly messengers seems to depend on Hoffmann’s having embellished themes like the “Holy Grail, and [the] golden manna pot
of Exodus.”⁴⁹ Palmer fails to notice any of these. Robert Smith also
claimed that Mark Hofmann must have borrowed the salamander image, which he slipped into one of his forgeries, from Hoﬀmann’s tale
of “The Golden Pot” since “the name of the author probably made it
too attractive to pass up.”⁵⁰ True, he had no direct evidence that Mark
Hofmann knew about E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s bizarre fairy tale, but, then,
neither does Palmer have any evidence at all that Joseph Smith knew
of or in any way drew upon “The Golden Pot.”
Certain other revisionist Mormon historians have been attracted
by Palmer’s early determination to describe a heavenly messenger as a
ﬁery changeling salamander that, in Quinn’s words, “commissioned a
young man to translate ancient records.”⁵¹ It seems that Quinn learned
of Hoﬀmann’s bizarre tale from Robert Smith’s manuscript—upon which
he seems a bit more dependent than can be seen from his endnotes—
and also, perhaps, from Palmer’s “New York Mormonism.”⁵² One bit of
evidence is that, in “New York Mormonism,” Palmer describes Joseph
Smith as having been “in a kind of out of body metaphysical experience,
47. Ibid.
48. Ibid.
49. Ibid., 91.
50. Ibid., 93.
51. Quinn, Early Mormonism (2nd ed.), 154.
52. See ibid., 469 n. 162, where Quinn mentions Palmer’s discussion of the salamander
image without citing the ﬁfty-four page “chapter” in Palmer’s “New York Mormonism” entitled “More Than a Salamander” and without either paraphrasing or evaluating its contents.
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believing he’s in the hill translating in his ‘sacred grove’” and so forth.⁵³
For his part, Quinn seems not to have recovered from his own early
fascination with the idea that Joseph Smith’s experiences were what he
calls “metaphysical,”⁵⁴ whatever that language may mean, and perhaps
something very much like an encounter with what E. T. A. Hoﬀmann
described as a salamander changeling. Be that as it may, Quinn points
his readers to Palmer’s discussion of “The Golden Pot” and then to a
footnote in Robert Smith’s 1985 manuscript in which Palmer is identiﬁed as “Paul Pry Jr.” Quinn does not reveal the content of Palmer’s discussion, nor does he mention Robert Smith’s assessment rejecting “The
Golden Pot” as a source from which young Joseph Smith crafted his initial story of encounters with a heavenly messenger and then with ancient
artifacts.⁵⁵ It is Palmer’s initial speculation of a link between Hoﬀmann’s
tale and Joseph Smith, which Robert Smith ﬂatly rejected and Quinn
seemed to accept, that now forms the foundation of Palmer’s account in
An Insider’s View of Joseph Smith’s divine revelations.⁵⁶
53. Chapter V, “More Than a Salamander,” in Palmer, “New York Mormonism,” 32,
emphasis added.
54. This extraordinarily loose and imprecise use of a word borrowed from the technical literature of philosophy may actually have been started by Palmer since he uses similar
language in the ﬁnal chapter of “New York Mormonism” (see p. 32) and then again in An
Insider’s View (see pp. 231, 232, 260, 262). Palmer contrasts real events with “metaphysical
experiences,” by which he means something taking place only in the imagination. In Early
Mormonism (2nd ed.), Quinn refers casually to “the metaphysical, the occult” (p. xii),
“belief in the metaphysical” (p. xii), a “metaphysical conclusion” (p. xxxiii), “metaphysical
dynamics” (p. 3), “one dramatic (and metaphysical) event” (p. 60), a “metaphysical experience” (p. 175), “a world view . . . both metaphysical and hermetic” (p. 307), writers who
“believe in the metaphysical,” something called a “metaphysical topic,” and “the possibility
of metaphysical experience” (p. 352 n. 98).
55. Hugh Nibley started complaining as far back as 1962 about the parallelomania of
anti-Mormons anxiously engaged in trying to locate nineteenth-century sources for the
Book of Mormon. See his The Prophetic Book of Mormon (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 1989),
230, for an essay in which he used that label in 1962. Nibley, of course, was borrowing
from Samuel Sandmel’s “Parallelomania,” Journal of Biblical Literature 31 (1962): 129–56,
conveniently reprinted in Samuel Sandmel, Two Living Traditions: Essays on Religion and
the Bible (Detroit: Wayne State University Press, 1972), 291–304.
56. Palmer does not seem familiar with Robert Smith’s treatment of Hoﬀmann’s work
“The Golden Pot.” And Quinn, who is deeply into what is pejoratively known as “parallelomania,” does not seem to have drawn the extreme conclusions that Palmer does concerning a link between E. T. A. Hoﬀmann and Joseph Smith.
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Translating or Copying?—Testing Palmer’s Claim
It is clear that Palmer has now silently suppressed the salamander motif, which he once thought was the key link between E. T. A.
Hoﬀmann’s tale and Joseph Smith. But he still retains some of the ingenious speculation and bold claims that marked his original analysis
of “The Golden Pot.” It would be tedious and, I believe, unnecessary to
examine every detail in Palmer’s appeal to Hoﬀmann’s tale.⁵⁷ Instead, I
will examine what appears to be his key claim: that Lindhorst, the salamander changeling in Hoﬀmann’s tale, has young Anselmus translate
ancient manuscripts.⁵⁸
The Signature Books publicist issued a press release in which he
claimed that Palmer argues in his An Insider’s View that “a theology
student [Anselmus] receives visits from a supernatural being who, the
student learns, is the last archivist of an ancient history of Atlantis.
The student is empowered to dictate the history to a modern audience.”⁵⁹ This is all garbled. In the actual tale, Anselmus—mad, or at
least drunken—sits down under an elder tree beside the Elbe River on
Ascension Day and imagines or hallucinates about three little goldgreen snakes that come out of the tree. Later he meets Archivarius
Lindhorst, who eventually employs Anselmus to copy manuscripts in
Arabic, Coptic, and other, unknown languages. These texts are not
translated, and there is little or nothing to suggest that they were historical accounts. Lindhorst eventually reveals to Anselmus that he is
an elemental spirit representing ﬁre—and, hence, a descendant of a
race of salamander changelings. He also reveals that the three little
snakes Anselmus had encountered are actually his daughters, who
57. See Mark Ashurst-McGee, “A One-sided View of Mormon Origins,” in this number, pages 309–64.
58. Palmer is prone to exaggeration and embellishment, especially when he addresses
a sympathetic audience. He has claimed, for example, that when Anselmus “went to get
the ancient records to translate the history of this Atlantian society—this lost civilization—he gets abused,” just as did Joseph Smith “by a white serpent.” See “Author Meets
Critics.” It is pure invention to refer to Anselmus going “to get the records to translate”
anything.
59. Kimball, “Event Launches New Book.”
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were out looking for husbands. The one to whom Anselmus was attracted, Serpentina—the one with the large blue eyes—eventually
tells the drunk (or mad) copier-calligrapher the story of her father’s
marriage to a snake and how she and the two other little snakes were
born in a magic lily growing in a golden ﬂower pot. We must ask:
can this bizarre fairy tale really be, as Palmer claims, the source for
Joseph Smith’s story?
Without indicating in An Insider’s View that the archivist who
employed Anselmus to copy old manuscripts for him was a changeling salamander, Palmer claims that “when the transformed archivist gives Anselmus work, it is to copy and translate the records of
Lindhorst’s ancestors” (p. 138, emphasis added). This is, as I will demonstrate, simply not true. Palmer then asserts that “Anselmus receives
the Atlantean records . . . and begins to translate” (p. 138, emphasis
added). This is again not true—Anselmus merely copies manuscripts
and other items in foreign languages.
After a very brief and quite inaccurate summary of Hoﬀmann’s
tale,⁶⁰ Palmer then turns to the Second Vigil—one of the twelve
scenes, or vigils, that make up this fairy tale. Palmer’s heading reads
as follows: “He [Anselmus] is called to translate ancient records”
(p. 148). There are two problems with this assertion: Anselmus is not
“called” in any religious sense but is employed by Lindhorst to work
as a calligrapher and copyist; Anselmus copies old manuscripts but
never “translates” anything.
Palmer, referring to language in the Second Vigil, claims that
Lindhorst gives Anselmus “a number of manuscripts, partly Arabic,
Coptic, and some of them in strange characters, which do not belong
to any known tongue. These he wishes to have copied [and translated]
properly, and for this purpose he requires a man who can draw with
the pen, and so [to] transfer these marks to parchment, in Indian ink,
with the highest exactness and ﬁdelity. The [This] work is to be car60. Palmer’s summary in An Insider’s View of the contents of “The Golden Pot” does
not provide one unfamiliar with that tale even a slight idea of its genuinely bizarre contents. Instead, it is designed to emphasize what Palmer considers to be links with Joseph
Smith’s account of the recovery of the Book of Mormon.
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ried out in a separate chamber of his house, under his own supervision
. . . he will pay his copyist a speziesthaler, or specie-dollar, daily, and
promises a handsome present” (p. 148, bracketed portions Palmer’s),
but Palmer has not ﬁnished the line, which reads “when the copying
is rightly finished.” Even though the words used in the tale are copied, copyist, and copying, Palmer inserts the phrase and translated into
the text. This is entirely gratuitous; nothing in Hoﬀmann’s tale justiﬁes such an emendation or amendment, and, by not quoting the ﬁnal
clause in the sentence, Palmer has suppressed crucial evidence since
that language shows that Anselmus was not hired to translate an ancient Atlantean history, but merely to copy some old manuscripts.
Then Palmer reports that Lindhorst sketches for Anselmus
something of his ancestry, and he adds: “This is told in more detail
in Vigil 8 when Anselmus actually translates the history” (p. 153).
But there is no mention in the Eighth Vigil, as I will demonstrate, of
Anselmus translating anything. Palmer must interpolate the word
translate into Hoﬀmann’s tale to make the argument that somehow
Joseph Smith used it, directly or indirectly, to fashion his own story.
But he is not consistent about it. Later—inadvertently, it appears—he
quotes Lindhorst taunting Anselmus as follows: “ ‘Hey, hey, this is
Herr Anselmus that was to copy my manuscripts’ ” (p. 155). Still later
he casually reports that “in the library ‘Lindhorst now brought
out . . . an Arabic manuscript’ which Anselmus eagerly begins transcribing” (p. 162). A little further on, Palmer quotes Lindhorst as saying to Anselmus, “You have gained my conﬁdence; but the hardest is
still ahead; and that is the transcribing or rather painting of certain
works, written in a peculiar character; I keep them in this room, and
they can only be copied on the spot” (p. 166). There is no mention of
translating. But when Lindhorst introduces Anselmus to “books with
gilt leaves . . . [of] parchment,” Palmer adds that “Anselmus begins to
translate these” (p. 167).⁶¹ On the same page, however, Palmer grants
61. Palmer’s ellipsis points connect fragments of language from two entirely diﬀerent
episodes in his source. The books in the ﬁrst episode (Seventh Vigil) are never said to be
of parchment, and the leaves of parchment in the latter episode (Eighth Vigil) are green
(not gilt) leaves from a palm tree.
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that “ ‘Anselmus wondered not a little at these strangely intertwisted
characters; and as he looked over the many points, strokes, dashes,
and twirls in the manuscript, he almost lost hope of ever copying it’ ”
(p. 167, emphasis added).
Palmer does not seem to see that copying ancient manuscripts is
Hoﬀmann’s technique for gradually introducing Anselmus into a higher
mythic world of nature rather than into a world of bureaucracy and
technology. After starting him in a library, carefully copying ancient
texts—which has to be the most boring, tedious, dull, bureaucratic, and
prosaic work imaginable—his salamander mentor eventually introduces
Anselmus into an imaginary magic garden, where he unfolds a leaf from
a tree and sees something that looks like polished marble or lichens on
a rock. He then gets close to nature by copying nature. He is ﬁtted to experience the wonders of nature directly, instead of copying words on a
page. He reads the book of nature rather than something artiﬁcial and
alienating, written in conventional signs by mere human beings. At the
end, Anselmus is permanently swept away to an imaginary Atlantis,
where human and divine things disappear and he is able in his madness
to experience immediately the clash of earth and ﬁre—that is, the struggle of the elemental powers of air, water, earth, and ﬁre and the harmony
presumably behind all of that.⁶² As he learns his lessons and as Lindhorst
holds his hand, Anselmus becomes a participant in the mythic struggle
between earth and ﬁre. And Lindhorst is the salamander ﬁgure representing ﬁre. This is not the Joseph Smith story, and nothing like it appears in the Book of Mormon.
Finally, a subsection of Palmer’s chapter on “Moroni and ‘The
Golden Pot’” carries the heading “He translates by inspiration” (p. 169).
Hoﬀmann does not, however, mention “inspiration,” except that which
might come from wine or some other form of alcohol, and he does not
have Anselmus translate an ancient history or translate any text; he is not
inspired to translate. He is, instead, a skilled calligrapher whose job is to
62. For a similar reading, see L. C. Nygaard, “Anselmus as Amanuensis: The Motif
of Copying in Hoﬀmann’s Der goldne Topf,” Seminar: A Journal of German Studies 19/2
(1983): 79–104.
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copy manuscripts as accurately as possible. Palmer stretches things a bit
further by claiming that “Anselmus receives ‘help’ in translating” (p. 169).
Hence the following: “Lindhorst speciﬁed that his special records needed
to be interpreted and copied ‘with the highest exactness and fidelity’
and ‘the greatest clearness and correctness’” (p. 170). He embellishes
Hoﬀmann’s tale in an eﬀort to imply similarities with language describing Joseph Smith’s experiences. Palmer thus claims that “when Anselmus
translated, his work stood ‘perfect on the parchment’” (p. 170).⁶³ But
Lindhorst never mentions translating or interpreting those manuscripts,
nor is there a clear indication that any of the manuscripts that Anselmus
was asked to copy were historical texts, as Palmer claims.
I will present the relevant language in E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s tale concerning the task given to Anselmus by the salamander changeling,
Lindhorst. I quote this language in the exact order in which it appears
in the tale. Palmer, it will be seen, obscures the descriptions of the tasks
given to Anselmus by his employer⁶⁴ in his eﬀort to make it appear that
the bizarre salamander tale was the inspiration for Joseph Smith’s account of the recovery of the Book of Mormon.
First Vigil
“ ‘What did it matter when Conrector Paulmann gave me hopes
of copywork.’ ”⁶⁵
Second Vigil
“Besides many curious books, he [Privy Archivarius Lindhorst]
possesses a number of manuscripts, partly Arabic, Coptic, and some of
them in strange characters, which do not belong to any known tongue.
These he wishes to have copied properly, and for this purpose he
63. The last phrase in the quotation comes from an episode at the beginning of the
copying sessions, not at the end. In context, “At every new word that stood fair and perfect on the parchment, his courage increased, and with it his adroitness.” See Hoﬀmann,
“The Golden Pot,” 34.
64. I cite “The Golden Pot” in Smith’s 1993 slight revision of the Thomas Carlyle
translation (see note 14 above). I have placed emphasis on the key language in each passage I quote.
65. Ibid., 3.
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requires a man who can draw with the pen, and so transfer these marks
to parchment, in Indian ink, with the highest exactness and ﬁdelity.”⁶⁶
Lindhorst “will pay his copyist a speziesthaler, or specie-dollar, daily,
and promises a handsome present when the copying is rightly ﬁnished.”⁶⁷
“ ‘Herr Archivarius Lindhorst having in vain tried one or two
young people for copying these manuscripts, has at last applied to me
to ﬁnd him an expert calligrapher, and so I have been thinking of you,
my dear Anselmus, for I know that you both write very neatly and
draw with the pen to great perfection.’ ”⁶⁸
“The Student Anselmus was ﬁlled with joy at Registrator Heerbrand’s proposal; for not only could the Student write well and draw
well with the pen, but this copying with laborious calligraphic pains
was a thing he delighted in more than anything else.”⁶⁹
Anselmus “brought out his black-lead pencils, his crowquills,
his Indian ink; for better materials, thought he, the Archivarius
can find nowhere. Above all, he gathered together and arranged
his calligraphic masterpieces and his drawings, to show them to the
Archivarius, as proof of his ability to do what was desired.”⁷⁰
Anselmus went to meet Lindhorst “with a roll of calligraphic
specimens and pen-drawings in his pocket.”⁷¹
Third Vigil
“In fact, these friends regarded [Anselmus] as troubled in mind,
and considered ways for diverting his thoughts; to which end,
Registrator Heerbrand thought, there could nothing be so serviceable
as copying Archivarius Lindhorst’s manuscripts.”⁷²
“ . . . till such time as Archivarius Lindhorst should in one way or
another see him, and the bargain for this copying work be settled.”⁷³
66.
67.
68.
69.
70.
71.
72.
73.

Ibid., 10.
Ibid., 11.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., 16.
Ibid.
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“ ‘Most esteemed Herr Archivarius, here is the Student Anselmus,
who has an uncommon talent in calligraphy and drawing, and will
undertake the copying of your rare manuscripts.’ ”⁷⁴
“ ‘Did not the Archivarius tell me he was most particularly glad to
hear that I would undertake the copying of his manuscripts . . . ?’ ”⁷⁵
Fourth Vigil
“ ‘Hey, hey, what whining and whimpering is this? Hey, hey, this
is Herr Anselmus that was to copy my manuscripts.’ ”⁷⁶
“ ‘I will grant you this real satisfaction: if you stick tightly and
truly to your task, that is to say, copy every mark with the greatest
clearness and correctness . . .’ ”⁷⁷
Fifth Vigil
“ ‘These two days he has been with Archivarius Lindhorst, copying manuscripts.’ ”⁷⁸
Sixth Vigil
“The Student Anselmus put his pen-drawings, and calligraphic
masterpieces, his bars of Indian ink, and his well-pointed crow-pens,
into his pockets.”⁷⁹
“At that moment, he felt as if Serpentina’s love might be the prize of
some laborious perilous task which he had to undertake; and as if this
task were nothing else but the copying of the Lindhorst manuscripts.”⁸⁰
“The Student here gathered full courage; and not without internal self-complacence in the certainty of highly gratifying Archivarius
Lindhorst, pulled out his drawings and specimens of penmanship from
his pocket.”⁸¹
74.
75.
76.
77.
78.
79.
80.
81.

Ibid.
Ibid., 17.
Ibid., 19.
Ibid., 21.
Ibid., 23.
Ibid., 30.
Ibid.
Ibid., 33.
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“ ‘My dear Herr Anselmus,’ said Archivarius Lindhorst, ‘you have
indeed ﬁne capacities for the art of calligraphy.’ ”⁸²
“The Student Anselmus spoke at length of his often-acknowledged
perfection in this art, of his ﬁne Chinese ink, and most select crowquills.”⁸³
“The Student Anselmus had often copied Arabic manuscripts before.”⁸⁴
“If the copying of these Arabic manuscripts had prospered in his
hands before dinner, the task now went forward much better.”⁸⁵
“And as, in the fullness of secret rapture, he caught these sounds,
the unknown characters grew clearer and clearer to him; he scarcely
needed to look at the original at all; nay, it was as if the letters were
already standing in pale ink on the parchment, and he had nothing
more to do but mark them in black.”⁸⁶
Lindhorst started to look over Anselmus’s work, “but no sooner
had he glanced over the copy . . .”⁸⁷
Eighth Vigil
“His copying proceeded rapidly and lightly; for he felt more and
more as if he were writing characters long known to him; and he
scarcely needed to cast his eye upon the manuscript, while copying it
all with the greatest exactness.”⁸⁸
“Except at the hour of dinner, Archivarius Lindhorst seldom
made his appearance; and this always precisely at the moment when
Anselmus had ﬁnished the last letter of some manuscript: then the
Archivarius would hand him another.”⁸⁹
Anselmus enters a room that has “a table overhung with violetcoloured satin, upon which lay the writing gear already known to
82.
83.
84.
85.
86.
87.
88.
89.

Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., 34.
Ibid.
Ibid., 34–35.
Ibid., 35.
Ibid., 42.
Ibid.
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Anselmus. ‘Dear Herr Anselmus,’ said Archivarius Lindhorst, ‘you
have now copied for me a number of manuscripts, rapidly and correctly, to my no small contentment: you have gained my conﬁdence;
but the hardest is still ahead; and that is the transcribing or rather
painting of certain works, written in a peculiar character; I keep them
in this room, and they can only be copied on the spot.’ ”⁹⁰
In the imaginary garden, “one of these leaves the Archivarius
took hold of; and Anselmus saw that the leaf was in truth a roll of
parchment, which the Archivarius unfolded, and spread out before
the Student on the table. Anselmus wondered not a little at these
strangely intertwisted characters; and as he looked over the many
points, strokes, dashes, and twirls in the manuscript, he almost lost
hope of ever copying it.”⁹¹
“And with this, he began studying the foreign characters on the
roll of parchment.”⁹²
After earlier hearing a tale about Lindhorst’s cursed brother in
which a necromancer “looks after a salamander in his garden,”⁹³ “before long [Anselmus] felt, as it were from his inmost soul, that the
characters could denote nothing else than these words: Of the marriage of the Salamander with the green snake.”⁹⁴
He engages in a conversation, instead of copying, “and it fell
heavy on his heart that today he had not copied a single stroke.”⁹⁵
“O wonder! the copy of the mysterious manuscript was fairly
concluded; and he thought, on viewing the characters more narrowly,
that the writing was nothing else but Serpentina’s story of her father,
the favourite of the Spirit-prince Phosphorus, in Atlantis, the land of
marvels. And now entered Archivarius Lindhorst . . . : he looked into
the parchment on which Anselmus had been writing.”⁹⁶
90.
91.
92.
93.
94.
95.
96.

Ibid., 43.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid., 15.
Ibid., 44, emphasis omitted.
Ibid., 48.
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394 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

Ninth Vigil
Without his effort at all, after his enlightening conversation
with the salamander, “the wild legend of the Salamander’s marriage
with the green snake had merely been written down by him from
the manuscript.”⁹⁷
“ ‘Ah, Herr Conrector!’ answered the Student Anselmus, ‘are you
not aware that I must go to Archivarius Lindhorst’s and copy?’ ”⁹⁸
“The Student Anselmus [sat] down at the table to begin the copying
of the manuscript, which Archivarius Lindhorst had as usual spread
out before him. But on the parchment roll, he perceived so many
strange crabbed strokes and twirls all twisted together in inexplicable
confusion, oﬀering no resting point for the eye, that it seemed to him
well nigh impossible to copy all this exactly.”⁹⁹
Tenth Vigil
“ ‘Ho, ho!’ replied the crone [old, evil hag representing the earth],
‘not so proud, my ﬁne copyist.’ ”¹⁰⁰
Please notice that the key words, right to the very end, are copy,
copying, copied, copywork, copying work, transcribing, and writing down
what he sees on old manuscripts or, when he is fully absorbed into the
imaginary world, what looks like marble or lichens. Anselmus is employed as a calligrapher; his work is calligraphic, he has calligraphic specimens, or specimens of his penmanship; he draws and writes, produces
pen drawings, but he does not, as Palmer repeatedly claims, translate
any text. He is, instead, told the salamander story by Serpentina, his
gold-green snake consort, and then by Lindhorst, her imaginary salamander father. Anselmus merely assumes that the text he is finally
asked to copy must be the history of a race of salamanders that he has
just been told (or imagined).
97.
98.
99.
100.

Ibid., 50.
Ibid., 51.
Ibid., 55.
Ibid., 58.
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Every claim that Palmer makes concerning parallels between
Hoﬀmann’s weird tale and the story of the restoration is just as tenuous and problematic—just as forced or contrived—as is his claim that
there is translation of an ancient history being described in that tale.
This brief examination helps to demonstrate the shortcomings of
Palmer’s analysis.
Overcoming “A Sense of Loss”—The Nostalgia of an “Insider”
Currently Palmer presents himself not under his former guise
of the militant anti-Mormon Paul Pry Jr. emboldened by Mark Hofmann’s forgeries. Instead, he poses as one who, after surveying the
work of Mormon historians over the past three decades, has agonized
over what he considers the distortions of the Latter-day Saint past
by the Saints. These now include the story of angelic visits to young
Joseph Smith, the resulting Book of Mormon (pp. 1–133), Joseph
Smith’s encounters with a heavenly messenger with news of an ancient sacred history (pp. 135–74), the witnesses to the plates (pp. 175–
213), the restoration of the priesthood (pp. 215–34), and the ﬁrst vision (pp. 235–58). He is pictured by his publisher as one who, in the
twilight of his career, has reluctantly come to some very diﬃcult decisions. He rejects all these events because he now sees them as the
unfortunate products of a primitive, magic-saturated environment,
as imaginary and not real events, as illusions or delusions—merely
outlandish and controversial tall tales. In his concluding remarks,
Palmer insists that the Saints ought to turn away from what he claims
were “Joseph Smith’s largely rewritten, materialistic, idealized, and
controversial accounts of the church’s founding” (p. 263). He also believes that the Book of Mormon, the priesthood, and Joseph Smith’s
prophetic truth claims should be abandoned by the Saints. But at the
same time, he insists that his “intent is to increase faith, not to diminish it” (p. ix).
Palmer wants to be seen as a devout fellow who, now that he is
retired, must courageously tell the Saints what he feels in his soul (see
p. ix). He claims that when he discovered the hard truth about the
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Latter-day Saint past, he experienced “a sense of loss” (p. 261). And
yet, he opines, “faith needs to be built on truth—what is, in fact, true
and believable. After that comes the great leap” (p. ix). But a leap
to what? His answer is that all that is necessary is a “leap” to Jesus
(pp. 261–63). It is, however, not at all clear why Palmer’s emotional
“leap”—what he feels deeply—is somehow “true and believable”
(p. ix). Why? He has adopted a kind of “faith” that “has to do with
the unknown, not about what can be proven or can be shown to be
reasonably based on the evidence.” He has not explained why his own
religious sentiments—which he grants are mere feelings about what
he calls the “unknown”—are not subject to the same acids with which
he has striven to dissolve what he insists is the essentially false faith
of the Saints.
The Saints, according to Palmer, ought to shed whatever understandings they attribute to the Holy Spirit. Why? He has had, he
claims, a few of these experiences himself, as he has listened to people
tell stories that turned out to be false (see pp. 131–32 for two illustrations). From such merely emotional experiences, he remarks that
some conclude “that these feelings are self-manufactured and that
there is no objective existence of something called the Holy Ghost.”
He then asserts his belief “that the Holy Ghost does exist, that it does
speak to human beings,” but that “it is an unreliable means of proving truth” (p. 133). Instead of depending on what he describes as the
“unreliable” promptings and direction of the Holy Spirit, the Saints
should instead make his unreasonable emotional “leap” into what
he calls the “unknown” since he grants that what he calls his “faith,”
whatever its contents, is not “based on evidence.” He gives no convincing reason why others should follow what he himself feels about
the “unknown.”
Palmer now wants the Saints to place more emphasis on what he
calls the “character of Jesus Christ and his promises” (p. 261), which
he feels is all that should concern them, since he feels that this is what
makes one a “Mormon.” He has, he claims, sought to “convey what
I feel in my soul” (p. ix). He can, with a combination of emotional,
secular “testimony” bearing tacked onto a bit of circular reasoning,
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picture himself as a faithful “Mormon” even though he denies that
there ever was a Mormon and insists that the Book of Mormon is
merely frontier ﬁction. He says nothing about ever having experienced a divine witness to the saving power of Jesus Christ. Instead,
he reduces the work of the Holy Spirit to what one might experience
in hearing emotion-laden talks by ambitious people, in one case selling themselves as they sought public oﬃce (for example, see p. 133).
And yet he claims that as a young fellow he got “involved in CES” because of a “commitment to the gospel” and his “love of the scriptures”
(p. x). This may be true. He also mentions an obvious “passion for
church history” (p. x). But this passion, especially when he encountered Mark Hofmann’s forgeries, has undermined whatever love he
may have had for the restored gospel of Jesus Christ.
In my presence, however, Palmer has said that he still believes
in the resurrection of Jesus.¹⁰¹ Why? Can he explain how a belief in
the resurrection could survive a cynical treatment of the stories upon
which such a belief is grounded—that is, one similar to the treatment
he has provided of the other stories upon which the faith of the Saints
is grounded? Well, he claims, he has an emotional attachment to the
stories about Jesus and has made a “leap of faith.”
I suspect that Palmer might have experienced a sense of loss as
he has abandoned the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s prophetic
truth claims. He appears to have filled the empty space generated
by his cynicism with sentimentality about Jesus. Faith, he opines—
and I quote his language again, since it is signiﬁcant—is “not about
what can be proven or can be shown to be reasonably based on the
evidence” (p. x). Instead, he insists, his present “faith” is what he describes as an unreasonable “leap” into the “unknown.” The Saints, he
believes, should follow him down this road. There is, however, no
hint in the ﬁrst draft of his book that foreshadows his current fascination with Jesus or anything to suggest a spiritual return to what might
be a version of the old liberal Protestant “social gospel.”
101. “Grant Palmer Book Signing,” 5.
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I have wondered when Palmer started to substitute some
emotions about Jesus for the full restored gospel of Jesus Christ.
Fortunately, he has explained when and how he came to talk about
the need to emphasize Jesus. “During 1999–2000,” he reveals, as he
was finishing work on An Insider’s View, he “often discussed with
others how to ﬁnd a positive conclusion to the book”¹⁰² since what
he had written blasts away at the historical foundations of the faith
of the Saints. His concluding remarks (see pp. 259–63), he indicates,
were generated by these conversations. In addition, his editors were,
he reveals, insisting that he “write an extended conclusion to the
manuscript in the summer of 2000 and submit it by August.”¹⁰³ He
reﬂected on his counseling work at the jail and came up with the idea
of recommending that the Saints just stress Jesus.¹⁰⁴ The sentimental
core of his conclusion, it turns out, was a kind of afterthought generated by pressure from his publisher. In addition to being his way
of trying, as he says, “to increase faith, not to diminish it” (p. ix), his
concluding references to his feelings help to explain why he has not
applied the same critical standards that he has striven to use against
Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon to the New Testament account of Jesus.
And yet, after blasting away at Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth
claims and trying to explain the Book of Mormon as nineteenthcentury ﬁction fabricated by a clever liar, he makes the following
remark: “I cherish Joseph Smith’s teachings on many topics, such as
the plan of salvation and his view that the marriage covenant extends beyond death” (p. 261). Is he serious? If he is, then he has neglected to explain why he would cherish something taught, as he
102. Palmer, “Biographical Sketch.”
103. Ibid. It seems that while counseling at the Salt Lake County jail, Palmer had not
revealed to his CES supervisors that he was again working on his anti-Mormon book.
Even with his sentimental remarks about Jesus at the end of An Insider’s View, he was
again faced with being in trouble with his associates in CES. Be that as it may, he admits
that he simply “could not ﬁnd an orthodox way out of our foundational problems and
thus applied for early retirement.” Ibid.
104. See “Memo of Conversation,” 3.
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has argued passionately, by a charlatan who lied about having had
any genuinely divine, special revelations. His lingering emotional
attachment to a few teachings associated with one whose prophetic
truth claims he ﬂatly rejects makes no more sense than his “leap”
into the “unknown.”
And he now has a fondness for Jesus. However, if one can accept the virgin birth or genuinely believe that Jesus is the Messiah
or Christ—that he is the Son of God and hence divine—then Joseph
Smith’s prophetic truth claims should not, in principle, be all that
hard to accept. If one is really serious about Jesus, then one must also
accept his miracles, his atoning death, his subsequent bodily resurrection, and the other postresurrection theophanies witnessed by his
disciples. If Palmer can genuinely accept even some of these—if he
is not merely mouthing the platitudes of a limp form of the “social
gospel”—then it should not be all that diﬃcult for him to accept the
appearance of real heavenly messengers to Joseph Smith or his translation of the gold plates through seer stones.
Palmer speaks to and for a small group of dissidents on the
fringes of the church. The community in which he is a genuine insider is one made up of, in addition to his associates at Signature,
disaffected or “cultural” Mormons, apostates, and sworn enemies
of the Church of Jesus Christ. Evidence for this can be found on
various Internet message boards where he is routinely lionized and
turned into a heroic ﬁgure by those who need a peg upon which to
hang their own unbelief. But he presents himself (and is, of course,
advertised by Signature Books) as an insider at the very heart of the
Church Educational System, as well as one who both knows the “real”
truth about the Latter-day Saint past and is courageously willing to
reveal to the Saints what historians “know” about Joseph Smith and
the Book of Mormon—now that he is safely retired. His own way of
making this crucial point is as follows: “Now that I am retired, I ﬁnd
myself compelled to discuss in public what I pondered mostly in private at that time” (p. x).
He implies, wrongly, that he is speaking for “the faculty of the
Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for Church History at Brigham Young
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University, BYU history and religion professors and scholars from
other disciplines and other church schools, and seminary and institute faculty,” as well as other “unaﬃliated scholars” (pp. vii–viii). He
also implies that his views represent “a near-consensus on many of
the details” of the Latter-day Saint past (p. ix).
The “Quinn Rule”—Does It Apply to Palmer?
One of Palmer’s stated purposes for publishing An Insider’s View
“is to introduce church members who have not followed the developments in [Latter-day Saint] church history during the last thirty years
to issues that are central to the topic of Mormon origins. I hope,” he
continues, “my survey will be enlightening and useful to anyone who
has wanted to understand what has been termed the New Mormon
History” (p. x). Does he succeed in reaching this goal? He merely surveys what he includes under the notoriously amorphous label “New
Mormon History.” He includes under the label only anti-Mormon
literature or radically revisionist literature, much of which has been
issued by his publisher. I wish to test Palmer’s performance against
what might be called the “Quinn rule.”
D. Michael Quinn once declared that an author is guilty of what he
calls fraud or dishonesty if the relevant literature is suppressed or manipulated, or that the writer is incompetent if he or she does not know
or fails to cite and deal with all the relevant literature on the topic under consideration. In a book published by Signature, Quinn sets out
this rule, vehemently and with much overstatement, as follows:
writers are certainly “dishonest or bad historians” if they
fail to acknowledge the existence of even one piece of evidence they know challenges or contradicts the rest of their
evidence. If this omission of relevant evidence is inadvertent,
the author is careless. If the omission is an intentional effort to conceal or avoid presenting the reader with evidence
that contradicts the preferred view of the writer, that is fraud
whether by a scholar or non-scholar, historian or other specialist. If authors write in scholarly style, they are equally dis-
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honest if they fail to acknowledge any signiﬁcant work whose
interpretations diﬀer from their own.¹⁰⁵
Put more modestly and, I believe, more accurately, the point
Quinn seems to make is that those who write about the past ought to
know, as best they can, the relevant literature, and know it as well as
possible. In addition, they ought to lead their readers to the relevant
literature, or at least to the best of that literature, where appropriate,
and then do their very best to show how and why their reading of the
relevant literature tells the story most accurately or otherwise yields
the conclusions they have drawn in their study. If some of the relevant literature seems to challenge their interpretations, they at least
ought to try to show why their way of seeing things is superior to alternative understandings. This Palmer does not do. Instead, he suggests that what he is presenting is a kind of summary of a widely held
consensus. But this is simply not true. He does not provide a competent, open, and honest survey of the recent literature on Latter-day
Saint origins. Instead, he oﬀers a compendium of some of the stances
taken by revisionists on the margins of the Latter-day Saint intellectual community.
It is noteworthy that Palmer completely ignores everything published under the FARMS imprint on the Book of Mormon or other relevant topics. Since 1989, this Review has published a steady stream of
essays responding in great detail and with considerable sophistication
to the revisionist literature upon which Palmer tends to rely. But from
Palmer’s “survey,” one would never know that any of this literature even
existed. In striking contrast to Palmer’s narrow approach, Terryl Givens
has recently surveyed virtually all the arguments and relevant literature
on the Book of Mormon.¹⁰⁶ He examines the entire range of literature
on the historical authenticity of the Book of Mormon and comes to
conclusions dramatically diﬀerent from those of Palmer, who merely
105. D. Michael Quinn, “Editor’s Introduction,” in The New Mormon History: Revisionist
Essays on the Past (Salt Lake City: Signature Books, 1992), xiii n. 5.
106. See Terryl Givens, By the Hand of Mormon: The Book That Launched a New World
Religion (New York: Oxford University Press, 2002).
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presents whatever he can marshal to attack the Book of Mormon without even making a modest eﬀort at summarizing the relevant literature
or setting out the ﬁerce debate that is going on. Or one can compare
and contrast Richard Bushman’s treatment of much of the same range
of issues on the Book of Mormon and the background and early career
of Joseph Smith.¹⁰⁷ Bushman published his book when Palmer was
busy fashioning the ﬁrst draft of An Insider’s View. Palmer mentions
Bushman, but one would never know from what he says that Bushman
moves in an entirely diﬀerent direction from Palmer or why his direction is so diﬀerent. One would never know that Bushman’s book was
available to Palmer when he was drafting “New York Mormonism” and
hence that Bushman had already dealt with virtually the full range of
issues that Palmer ﬁnds so troubling.
In addition to not representing CES, Palmer clearly does not speak
for Latter-day Saint historians, nor does he set out a near-consensus that
has recently been reached by historians on key issues.¹⁰⁸ Why? There
are several reasons. If the sources upon which he relies, as presented in
An Insider’s View, are indications, as they should be, he is either woefully unfamiliar with Latter-day Saint historical scholarship or he is
concealing much of that literature from his readers. The bibliography
appended to An Insider’s View certainly is “selected.” His unwillingness
to mention any of the literature published under the FARMS imprint
shows that he has in mind a radically revisionist ideology when he refers to a New Mormon History. This also shows that Palmer is either
misleading or perhaps badly informed on the topics he treats. One
might also proﬁtably contrast the narrow range of literature he cites
with what is listed on the relevant topics in the massive bibliography
of essays on the Latter-day Saint past recently prepared by James Allen,
Ronald Walker, and David Whittaker.¹⁰⁹
107. See Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism.
108. See the statement from the historians at the Joseph Fielding Smith Institute for
Latter-day Saint History, in this number, page 255.
109. See James B. Allen, Ronald W. Walker, and David J. Whittaker, comps., Studies
in Mormon History, 1830–1997: An Indexed Bibliography (Urbana: University of Illinois
Press, 2000).
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Some Shenanigans Selling An Insider’s View
In a press release announcing the publication of An Insider’s
View, Tom Kimball, the Signature Books marketing director, indicated that Palmer would be at Sam Weller’s Zion Bookstore in Salt
Lake on 30 November 2002 to give a speech, answer questions, and
sign copies of his book. He “welcome[d] friends and critics alike.”¹¹⁰
With my wife, I turned up at this event. A brief news item in Sunstone
mentioned some of what took place.¹¹¹ According to the news item
in Sunstone, Palmer “didn’t know what to expect” because his “book
challenges many conventional and traditional LDS teachings about
the early days of Mormonism.”¹¹² According to Sunstone, “many responded positively to Palmer’s comments; however, . . . Louis Midgley
created several tense moments as he took issue with Palmer’s assertions.”¹¹³ Many? There were seventeen people present, including the
two associate editors of this Review and their wives. Representatives
from Palmer’s publisher were there and, of course, were supportive,
as were two other belligerent counterculture anti-Mormons. “In an email detailing his reactions to the event,” Sunstone reported, “Midgley
admitted, ‘I was aggressive . . . I raised a bit of hell with Palmer.’ ”¹¹⁴
I will explain, since Sunstone neglected to do so, what happened on
that afternoon.
In those notes I indicated that “I asked a few questions. I was aggressive. I would insist that I raised a bit of hell with Palmer.” My notes
also indicate that I pointed out that “from ‘Paul Pry’ to the present the
Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith have been controversial. Do we
need to suddenly cave in to all that [criticism] simply because we suddenly become aware that there are others, who are not believers, and
who actually hate our beliefs and our founding story . . . ? The Saints, I
110. Kimball, “Event Launches New Book.”
111. See “Challenged,” Sunstone, December 2002, 76.
112. Ibid.
113. Ibid.
114. Ibid. Those at Sunstone or Signature Books would not explain how they got hold
of my e-mail message.
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pointed out, have always had to defend against attacks from those who
do not believe.”¹¹⁵
However, as noted previously, Tom Kimball had earlier claimed
that Palmer believes that “one of the many influences on Joseph
Smith was the 1820s publication of German writer E. T. A. Hoﬀman’s
[sic] ‘The Golden Pot.’ In this popular story . . . a theology student
receives visits from a supernatural being [who turns out to be, among
other things, a changeling elemental spirit and salamander ﬁgure]
who, the student learns, is the last archivist of an ancient history of
Atlantis. The student is empowered to dictate the history to a modern
audience.”¹¹⁶ Then Palmer is quoted as follows: “This parallels Joseph
Smith’s account of acquiring golden plates and translating them into
the ancient history of America,” and “Hoﬀman’s [sic] writings were
available in Smith’s village and were advertised in the local newspaper.”¹¹⁷ In addition, Palmer is quoted as holding that “much of the
Book of Mormon reﬂects the intellectual and cultural environment of
Joseph’s own time and place.” “We ﬁnd strands of American antiquities and folklore, the King James Bible, and evangelical Protestantism
woven into the fabric of doctrines and setting.”¹¹⁸
Kimball had previously asked me for a very brief evaluation of
Palmer’s book. Hoping to sell the book by generating controversy, the
Signature press release stressed that “Palmer isn’t without his critics.
Louis Midgley . . . says that ‘Palmer, a retired CES administrator, in this
book has made a clear eﬀort to repudiate Joseph Smith and the Book
of Mormon. Even though [Palmer] still has some lingering sentimental and cultural ties to the community of Saints, his opinions mirror
those of secular and sectarian, anti-Mormon outsiders.’ ”¹¹⁹ Palmer
responded to my remarks as follows: “No, I’m not secular or sectarian . . . and certainly not anti-Mormon,”¹²⁰ conveniently forgetting
115.
116.
117.
118.
119.
120.

“Grant Palmer Book Signing,” 4.
Kimball, “Event Launches New Book.”
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
Ibid.
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that the early draft of his book carried the name Paul Pry; he then announced that he was attempting to set out a “more secular scenario” on
Latter-day Saint origins. I did not, however, say that Palmer is secular
or sectarian, since it is not clear where he stands on such matters; what
I said is that “his opinions mirror those of secular and sectarian antiMormon outsiders.” This seems to me to be undeniable.
Palmer went on the offensive: “Midgley likes to think that anyone who disagrees with him is beyond the pale.”¹²¹ Perhaps what he
meant is that I disagree with those who emphatically reject the Book
of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth claims, which is quite a
diﬀerent thing. Palmer then claimed that “the current trend in the upper levels of the church is to emphasize Christ over Joseph Smith and
the Book of Mormon. Though not yet evident on the local level, the
trend is clear. Maybe Midgley didn’t get the memo.”¹²² This remark
seems to me to be disingenuous. If Palmer wants to know if anyone
“at the upper levels of the church” accepts his version of the Latter-day
Saint past, then he can easily ﬁnd out. All it would take is a few phone
calls. Be that as it may, he is confused on this matter. If Jesus the Christ
and his redemptive sacriﬁce for sin are being emphasized—and I believe that they are—it is so precisely because there has also been a dramatic return to the Book of Mormon and increased attention to Joseph
Smith’s foundational theophanies. If there has been a trend, it has been
to insist on the reality of the very things Palmer is trying to explain
away as illusions or delusions.
Though this was not mentioned in Sunstone, I also pointed out that
if one approached the New Testament with the presuppositions and explanations Palmer employs in dealing with the founding stories of the
restoration, one could, if one were so disposed, tell of a simple, highly
magical, and superstitious beginning to the story of Jesus that eventually becomes more detailed and more heavily laced with questionable
121. Ibid.
122. Ibid. Palmer may have in mind something like a memo from someone in the
Community of Christ, which he pictures as having moved in the direction he wishes that
the Church of Jesus Christ would follow.
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claims—for example, about a dead body coming back to life. With
Palmer’s presuppositions one could, as Protestant liberal biblical critics
have, easily wipe away virtually every reason for not reducing the New
Testament to mere sage advice by a gentle Galilean peasant on how to
be a nice person. One could entirely remove from it the Redeemer of
fallen, sinful, death-facing human beings.
I asked Palmer if his fondness for Jesus included a belief in his
resurrection. Could one not, I asked, do the same thing with the stories found in the Bible, including the witnesses to the resurrection,
that he had done with the Latter-day Saint sacred texts and founding
stories? And, I asked, is it not necessary to apply exactly the same assumptions and preunderstandings to the New Testament with which
he had just attempted to demolish the Latter-day Saint founding
stories and texts? I pointed out that the authors from whom he has
borrowed much of what is in his book have no use for Jesus or for
God, however either is understood. They see little or nothing even
of moral worth in the teachings of Jesus. Palmer admitted that I was
right. But he said that he still accepted the resurrection. Why? He did
so by making what he called “a leap of faith.”¹²³ Without the resurrection there is, he granted, no reason to talk about Jesus—there would
be no genuine Messiah, or Christ. When Jesus is reduced to a nice
moral teacher, or whatever ﬁts the fancy of the critic, Palmer admitted, there is no reason for giving him or any version of the Christian
faith any further serious attention. I argued that without the Book of
Mormon and Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth claims, which he had
just striven to explain away, there is no justiﬁcation for pretending
that one is a Latter-day Saint.
Then I asked Palmer if it is not true that the resurrection is controversial since he had just indicated that his fundamental objection
to the founding stories and the sacred texts of Latter-day Saints is
that they have critics and hence are very controversial. He granted
that I was right. Should Christians, following his method, turn to
123. Compare Palmer’s similar remark in An Insider’s View, ix.
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the explanations oﬀered by those who do not believe? Should we
adopt the stance taken by the Jesus Seminar? Yes, he said, to be
consistent we would have to do just that. But he also indicated that
he just accepts the resurrection despite its being contrary to ordinary experience and seemingly part of what could easily be seen as
a primitive, magical worldview. So, I asked him, could he not then
understand why the Saints accept the founding stories despite their
being controversial and ﬂying in the face of the complaints of critics? He had no response except to argue that the Adventist movement and the Community of Christ have prospered after jettisoning
their distinctive beliefs and founding stories.
But if worldly success is the measure, then the fact is, as I and
others have shown in considerable detail, that the Community of
Christ—the controlling faction of what was once known as the
Reorganized Church of Jesus Christ of Latter Day Saints—has not
prospered. Instead, those in charge of the Community of Christ have
managed, since the late 1960s, to turn the nearly 250,000 on their
membership rolls into something like 70,000 members. This dramatic
decline has been the result of adopting radically revisionist guesswork
about Joseph Smith and the Book of Mormon.¹²⁴ Palmer thinks that
this is the direction that the Church of Jesus Christ should now take.
This is simply amazing.
Packaging Palmer
The title given to his book and the stress on his supposed “insider”
status has placed Palmer and his publisher in an awkward position.
Since its publication, Palmer has had to explain and justify the title. He
has put the blame for the title on his publisher. He claims that in 1996,
when he started preparing his manuscript for publication, “it was called
‘Understanding Mormon Origins’ and was submitted to Signature Books
124. Independent congregations of former RLDS members, many of whom have joined
what is called the Restoration Branch movement, strive to retain the Book of Mormon and
consider Joseph Smith a genuine prophet. They seem to be thriving and are perhaps almost
equal in number to those participating in what is now called the Community of Christ.
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with that title. For sales purposes they re-titled the book, An Insider’s View
of Mormon Origins, which by contract was their prerogative.”¹²⁵ He also
admits that “New York Mormonism” was the ﬁrst draft of An Insider’s
View,¹²⁶ though he has yet to explain publicly why he used a pseudonym when circulating a manuscript that clearly signaled its strident
anti-Mormon content. He has also had to hide the fact that “New York
Mormonism,” following his earlier apology in 1985 for “creating an unsettling environment” to his colleagues at the Brighton High School seminary, got him into additional trouble with CES supervisors late in 1987.
His being advertised by Signature Books as a CES insider, and hence
presumably a loyal, faithful Latter-day Saint, has forced him to rationalize his continuing employment in CES. He thus claims to have “served a
long, successful, and honorable thirty-four year career” with CES, while
also admitting that he was placed on probation in 1985 by his CES supervisors.
If there were a truth-in-advertising law for book titles, Grant
Palmer might well be sent to jail a second time. He should not have
allowed his book to be given the title An Insider’s View. For at least
twenty years, he has been a passionate but covert outsider to the faith
of the Saints. By hiding behind the name Paul Pry, Palmer signaled
his anti-Mormon agenda in the ﬁrst draft of his book. Since then, he
seems to have realized that overt “Pryism” simply will not sell in the
Latter-day Saint community; he now appears to have exchanged his
original, more strident anti-Mormon stance for a measure of feelgood sentimentality about Jesus. His passion to unravel what he calls
“Mormon origins” led initially, he grants, to a sense of loss that he has
now seemingly displaced by this vague, emotional religiosity featuring Jesus. For his continuing focus on Jesus, and for whatever good
he accomplished at the Salt Lake County jail, Palmer is, I suppose, to
be commended. But clearly his understanding of Jesus is not the one
known anciently by Mormon or more recently by Joseph Smith or by
125. Palmer, “Biographical Sketch,” emphasis added.
126. Ibid.

Palmer, Mormon Origins (Midgley) • 409

faithful Latter-day Saints. He should therefore identify himself as an
outsider who has been for at least twenty years profoundly beset by
doubts and misgivings about the faith of the Saints.
It is oxymoronic to argue, as Palmer does, that those who believe
that a real ancient prophet named Mormon was the redactor of a sacred text are thereby somehow anti-Mormon, while at the same time
claiming to promote faith by arguing that Mormon was merely an
imaginary ﬁgure in a kind of extended allegory fabricated entirely out
of nineteenth-century sources by Joseph Smith. Certainly the story is
controversial, but is that in itself a good and suﬃcient reason to jettison both the Book of Mormon and Joseph Smith’s prophetic truth
claims? Those few on the fringes who reject the Book of Mormon,
with all that such a rejection implies, cannot in honesty claim to be
insiders. That term applies to faithful Saints who honor their covenants with probity and principle. I prefer the kingdom in the hands
of those who pay and pray, serve and sacriﬁce—those committed to
manifesting their faith with deeds rather than with doubts.
Epilogue
After this essay was ready for publication, someone called my
attention to an eﬀort by Grant Palmer to defend himself against the
criticism I have made of his claim that Joseph Smith (and his family) were familiar with E. T. A. Hoﬀmann’s “The Golden Pot” and that
this bizarre tale gave the Prophet the idea of pretending to recover
the history contained in the Book of Mormon.
Palmer now admits that he is often asked whether Anselmus “is
a copyist or a ‘translator’ of the work assigned to him by Archivarius
Lindhorst.”¹²⁷ This appears to be his coy way of indicating that those
who have actually read “The Golden Pot” know that Anselmus is
pictured, not as a translator, but as a calligrapher-copyist and painter.
When confronted by this fact, Palmer responds by granting, just
127. See Grant H. Palmer, “Note on the Golden Pot,” www.signaturebooks.com/
excerpts/insider’s3.htm (accessed 26 January 2004).
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as he did in conversation with me, that “frankly, Hoﬀmann should
have been clearer on this matter.”¹²⁸ That is, he now argues that
Hoﬀmann should have written something he did not write so that
Palmer’s explanation could work. But Hoffmann merely indicates
that Anselmus was a calligrapher-copyist, with no mention of his
having translated anything. Palmer now responds by claiming that
“Anselmus is both a copyist and later a ‘translator.’ ”¹²⁹
Instead of his original claim in 1986 and then again in 2002 that
Anselmus was a translator, he now is reduced to claiming that he was
“a kind of ‘translator.’ ” It should be noted that by having to put that
crucial word in quotation marks, Palmer has modiﬁed his stance; he
has moderated his original claims and is equivocating. But his current
explanation makes his claim that Hoﬀmann’s tale was the source for
Joseph Smith’s story even less plausible. For Palmer’s explanation to
work, the mysterious figure who read Hoffmann’s tale in German
or French and who then passed on his own misunderstanding of
this weird tale to Joseph Smith would have to have understood it
exactly as Palmer now does.¹³⁰ Can Palmer’s far-fetched, convoluted
speculation possibly explain the story of the recovery of the
Book of Mormon? I doubt that those who have actually read “The
Golden Pot” will accept Palmer’s theory, which was his only original
contribution to an understanding of what he calls “Mormon origins.”

128. Ibid.
129. Ibid.
130. It should be remembered that Joseph Smith could not have used the 1827 Carlyle
translation of “The Golden Pot,” since his own story, even according to Palmer, had
already begun in the early 1820s.

An Exemplary Biography
Don Norton

I

t was at one time a tradition, whenever a new volume of The
Collected Works of Hugh Nibley came oﬀ the press, for editors and
other helpers to celebrate with pizza and root beer. Hugh and Phyllis
would show up—Hugh registering his usual protests (he didn’t like
publicity, he didn’t trust editors, he insisted that everything in the
volume was passé, he’d rather be home with books, etc.) and writing
pithy “signatures” in everybody’s books. In short, he seemed embarrassed by all the attention.
At one point, someone handed him his personal copy. He became
pensive as he turned the volume in his hands. And then he said, more
to himself than to the group, I believe, “Who’d have ever thought all
this stuﬀ would ever see the light of day?” (“Stuﬀ ” was one of his favorite words.) So after all, despite his disclaimers, he did appreciate
all the dedicated, often selﬂess tedium it took to bring his volumes to
press (as many as two hundred hours might go into source checking
only one volume).
I would like to think that he also appreciates Boyd Petersen’s and
the Nibley family’s efforts to document his life and set the record
straight. Had Hugh only had his say, it would probably have never been
Review of Boyd Petersen. Hugh Nibley: A Consecrated Life. Salt
Lake City: Koﬀord Books, 2002. xxxi + 446 pp., with index. $32.95.
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written; but rumors are that he at least didn’t get in the way of writing it, and on many occasions he even cooperated. His corrections and
complaints have been minimal. Thus it is indeed an “authorized” biography, something many of us hoped but doubted would be written.
How fortunate that it was done by a family member, an “insider,” as
it were. Boyd Petersen, a son-in-law, frequently alludes to his twentyyear close association with Hugh and the family. A salient strength of
the book is that it answers quite candidly a multitude of questions that
readers may have posed and sets straight the many myths that inevitably surround someone so gifted and eccentric as Nibley. I, and many
other avid readers of Nibley I’ve spoken to, greatly appreciate the personal context the book provides for the external Nibley we’ve all known
over the years. The stories, the habits, the mannerisms, the knowledge,
the productivity—they all now make much better sense, thanks to a
framework into which we can ﬁt them.
Some may construe the book as a premature eulogy, a piece of
hagiography, another in a series of “saints’ lives.” An axiom applied
to gifted people applies to the volume—that their weaknesses are
as transparent as their endowments, and a few readers might have
wished for a more “realistic” appraisal of the subject. Because of
Nibley’s competence, even skeptics and critics have been awestruck
by the man’s intellectual stature; his gifts and accomplishments are
that unusual. (The number of people touched, intellectually and spiritually, by Nibley’s word is frankly staggering—avid readers to teenagers through housewives to hard-core academics.)
What about his flaws? Petersen, I think, strikes a respectful
and defensible balance in what he chooses to reveal and omit about
Nibley. The diﬃcult issues are handled well—acknowledged but not
exploited. Tell-it-all biographies have been all too voguish in the last
few decades, a practice I find indefensible; and some critics have
criticized biographies that sanitize Latter-day Saint notables. Mircea
Eliade has something to teach us on this issue: in Eliade’s historiography, Nibley—and all of us, for that matter—take our identities in
archetypes (not in the Jungian sense), in “exemplary models,” as expressed in myth and ritual among nearly all ancient and traditional
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societies. The essence of humanness is not the fallen, but the redemptive potential of “everyman,” who ﬁnds identity in the re-creation,
through repeated rehearsal of the myth and ritual, of the original
acts of creation. The profane is to be assumed, not celebrated; it’s the
sacred that’s “real” and thus warrants celebration.¹ It is the capacity
of humans to become participants in events that link us to the other
world, the “real world,” or as Nibley often stressed when he addressed
the Saints, particularly our willingness to repent of human foibles,
that dictates what should be recorded about humans. In the eternal
scheme of things, human weaknesses (the profane) do ﬁgure, but they
are not valid representations of what is more important in the human
record. The scriptures follow this principle, and so does Petersen in
his treatment of Nibley’s ﬂaws. Thus a major lesson in the biography
is that, given the gospel, we all do well to be “above” humanity’s ﬂaws,
“above” the petty concerns and institutions that consume the time
and devotion of all too many of us. The Nibley biography is aptly subtitled “A Consecrated Life.” More important than Nibley’s gifts (there
are many gifted among us) is his deeply personal commitment to use
his gifts to defend his faith. In that sense, Nibley is no enigma, however unusual his habits and quirks. Those who know him well see and
hear a consistent ﬁgure, accurately and more fully represented in the
biography.
The biography is very accessible. I don’t know how it was written—
from beginning to end, or chapter by chapter. It appears that Petersen
followed the latter pattern, and it works well. Readers can dip into
any chapter that strikes their interest. I myself read the chapters on
World War II and the Hopis before other chapters.
Something is to be said for the quality of Boyd Petersen’s prose.
First of all, it’s honest—and it’s highly individual, devoid of clichés,
readable. Nibley himself is perhaps the master stylist, capable of the
1. Mircea Eliade, The Myth of the Eternal Return, or Cosmos and History (New York:
Harper Torchbooks, 1959); also, The Sacred and the Profane (Orlando, Fla.: Harcourt,
1959).
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academic style, but also of a style easily accessible to the ordinary
reader. He deserves to be remembered in polished prose.
I hope the biography revives interest in Nibley’s writings. When
he wrote for the Improvement Era, the New Era, and the Ensign, his
name was well known in active Latter-day Saint households. In recent years, I ﬁnd that only about one in ten of my current BYU students has read any of Nibley, and not many more even recognize the
name. This is unfortunate, given Nibley’s profound impact on Latterday Saint scholarship over the last ﬁfty years.
Nibley indeed was irritated by the people’s constant demands on
his time, as the book notes. I once knocked on the door to his long
and narrow oﬃce in the Joseph Smith Building, intending to ask but
a very brief question. Through the vent in the door, I heard a loud
“Damn!” Hugh had just opened a window to let in a little air, and his
carpet of papers faced the peril of draft. Still, he often gave his time
freely. A forty-year-old student enrolled in a two-week seminar on
campus innocently asked me if she could possibly meet Hugh Nibley.
I cautioned her on how jealously he valued his time. But then who
should be walking toward us, south of the library, but Nibley himself.
I introduced my student, who fumbled out an awkward question.
Nibley invited her to his oﬃce, and they spent the entire afternoon
in conversation. The man that Boyd Petersen documents was quite
capable of such selﬂess and personal acts.
Peterson gives us due access to the man behind the scholarship
(a scholarly biography now begs to be written), a man as real as any
of us, though greatly more gifted; one who excelled in learning and
teaching the gospel—an exemplary consecrated life.

A New Evangelical Vision of God:
Openness and Mormon Thought
David L. Paulsen and Matthew G. Fisher

It is the ﬁrst principle of the Gospel to know for
a certainty the Character of God.
Joseph Smith¹
Introduction

I

n the Didsbury Lectures at the University of Manchester for the
year 2000, Clark H. Pinnock, professor of theology at McMaster
Divinity College in Canada, provided the most recent treatment of a
new evangelical vision of God—one that is centered on the “openness
of God.”² Most Moved Mover is the compilation of these lectures in
1. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, sel. Joseph Fielding Smith (Salt Lake City:
Deseret Book, 1976), 345.
2. Two other important books dealing with the openness of God include Clark
Pinnock, Richard Rice, John Sanders, William Hasker, and David Basinger, The Openness
of God: A Biblical Challenge to the Traditional Understanding of God (Downers Grove, Ill.:
InterVarsity Press, 1994); and John Sanders, The God Who Risks: A Theology of Providence
(Downers Grove, Ill.: InterVarsity Press, 1998); they were recently reviewed by Paulsen
and Fisher in BYU Studies 42/3–4 (2003): 110–23.

Review of Clark H. Pinnock. Most Moved Mover: A Theology of
God’s Openness. Grand Rapids, Mich.: Baker Book House, 2001.
186 pp., with bibliography. $19.99.
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which Pinnock oﬀers a compelling portrait of God that challenges
the so-called classical³ or traditional account of God formulated by
early Christian theologians who were heavily inﬂuenced by Greek
philosophy. Pinnock passionately denounces the idea that God is
impassible, immutable, simple, and timeless. He vehemently rejects
conventional ideas that God is primarily a “punitive authority,” a
“metaphysical immobility,” or an “all-controlling power” (p. 1).
Instead, he oﬀers an “open” view of God that emphasizes his profound passibility and his genuine interpersonal relationships with
other moral agents. The “open” God enters into authentic give-andtake relationships with human beings and leaves the future partly
undetermined, allowing human beings to have an active role as
agents within the unfolding of his purposes.
Notwithstanding the apparent attractiveness of the open view of
God, the model has not enjoyed widespread acceptance within the
evangelical community; in fact, it has been met by some with stopping of ears and gnashing of teeth. As an unabashed challenge to the
more conventional Christian understanding of God, the openness
model has encountered signiﬁcant resistance, none of which has discouraged the architects of the view. Pinnock writes: “Whether the
open view will succeed in becoming widely accepted as a model is
far from certain. . . . The odds are probably against wide acceptance”
(p. 24; see p. 185). A “model can prove fruitful even if it does not entirely succeed” (p. 186). But he also notes that “even those who complain about openness theism are revising their views along some of
the same lines as the openness view” (p. 77).
Pinnock’s work should warrant the attention of a Latter-day Saint
audience for at least three reasons. First, many aspects of openness
theology resonate with Latter-day Saint understandings of God.
Indeed, Pinnock has even been criticized for endorsing Latter-day
3. Mainline Christian theology is usually referred to in the literature as classical theology. Pinnock chooses not to call it by this honoriﬁc title, opting instead for the term conventional theology. This is because he does not consider mainline thought to be the original
biblical or primitive understanding of God. Cf. the ﬁrst deﬁnition of “classical” in the Oxford
English Dictionary: “Of the ﬁrst rank or authority; constituting a standard or model.”

Pinnock, Most Moved Mover (Paulsen, Fisher) • 417

Saint points of view.⁴ For instance, in a review in Christianity Today,
Pinnock’s model is taken to task for suggesting that God may be an
embodied person in time. According to one reviewer, “We are only
a few steps away, it seems, from the assertion that God possesses a
body of sorts, spiritual though it may be.”⁵ Latter-day Saints may ﬁnd
that careful contemplation of Pinnock’s theological and philosophical
reﬂections may reinforce some of their own convictions.
Second, Pinnock has opened the door for Latter-day Saints and
openness thinkers to engage in cooperative work. In a cordial letter
to David Paulsen, Pinnock recently wrote: “Your work has gotten me
interested in knowing more about the ‘Mormon/evangelical dialogue,’
how to measure it and even how to bridge it. Are we (in your opinion) co-belligerents as it were in the struggle against pagan inﬂuences
in classical theism? Can we beneﬁt each other? My sense is that we
are closer to each other than process theists are to either of us. . . .
Clearly we have much in common. I have always hoped with respect
to your faith that Mormon thinking might draw closer to Christian
thinking (or ours to yours) and not drift farther away.”⁶
Third, the openness movement is gaining significant attention
throughout the contemporary religious landscape. For instance,
the theme for the December 2003 Eastern Regional Meeting of the
Society of Christian Philosophers was “The Open View of God and
Its Critics.” Informed Latter-day Saints, especially those involved in
4. Amazon.com reviewers of Most Moved Mover write: “Would that Mr. Pinnock
would try again without the Book of Mormon this time”; and “With just a few statements,
he shows how his position is most moved toward an almost Mormon position of a being
who is not necessarily a pure spirit being, i.e., possibly embodied.” See www.amazon.com
(accessed 20 January 2004). Jeﬀ Riddle, an evangelical pastor, writes on his Web site: “If
the nascent ideas on divine corporeality in Most Moved Mover are any indication, it seems
that the ‘mature’ vision of God in open theology will be more like that of Mormonism
than orthodoxy.” See www.jpbc.org/writings/br-most_moved_mover.html (accessed 19
January 2004).
5. Christopher A. Hall, “Openness Season,” review of Most Moved Mover: A Theology
of God’s Openness, by Clark Pinnock, Christianity Today 47/2 (2003): 92.
6. Clark Pinnock to David Paulsen, 9 August 1999.
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interfaith discussions, will surely want to keep abreast of this exciting
new development in evangelical scholarship.
Since the openness view of God is a reaction or challenge to the
traditional or conventional conception of God, we will brieﬂy lay out
the essential features of the traditional view. We do this to better understand what this movement is reacting to. For most of Christian
history, one notion of God has dominated the perspective of Christian theologians. It is a concept of Deity that emphasizes God’s sovereignty, majesty, and glory. Richard Rice, an openness thinker, describes the conventional view as follows:
God’s will is the final explanation for all that happens;
God’s glory is the ultimate purpose that all creation serves. In
his inﬁnite power, God brought the world into existence in order to fulﬁll his purposes and display his glory. Since his sovereign will is irresistible, whatever he dictates comes to pass
and every event plays its role in his grand design. Nothing can
thwart or hinder the accomplishment of his purposes. God’s
relation to the world is thus one of mastery and control.
In this perspective God is supreme in goodness as well as
in power; he is caring and benevolent toward his creatures. Yet
God is equally gloriﬁed and his purposes are equally well served
by the obedience of the righteous, the rebellion of sinners, the
redemption of the saints and the destruction of the wicked.
According to this inﬂuential view, God dwells in perfect
bliss outside the sphere of time and space. From his lofty vantage point, he apprehends the whole of created reality in one
timeless perception: past, present and future alike appear before
him. But though he fully knows and cares for the created world,
he remains essentially unaﬀected by creaturely events and experiences. He is untouched by the disappointment, sorrow or
suﬀering of his creatures. Just as his sovereign will brooks no
opposition, his serene tranquility knows no interruption.⁷
7. Pinnock et al., Openness of God, 11–12.
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In his book Most Moved Mover, Pinnock both critiques the conventional model of God and sets out the openness alternative. After
an introduction that oﬀers a glimpse into the general shape of the
openness model, he divides the book into four chapters, roughly corresponding to four bases of knowledge: scripture (“The Scriptural
Foundations”), tradition (“Overcoming a Pagan Inheritance”), reason
(“The Metaphysics of Love”), and experience (“The Existential Fit”).
We will describe each of these and assess their relevance to Christian
beliefs in general and to LDS theology in particular.
The Scriptural Foundations
In this chapter Pinnock challenges the reader to consider the
proper nature and character of God by appealing to scripture rather
than notions derived from pagan philosophical theologizing. He
also distinguishes the openness model from that of process theology,
which arrives at somewhat similar conclusions by way of adopting a
competing philosophy. “To be sound, theology (the open view of God
or any view) must be true to the biblical witness as primary source”
(p. 25). Pinnock acknowledges that tradition, philosophy, and experience are also important and have their place within the framework of
a legitimate theology, but of greatest importance is holy scripture—
and whether the proposed understanding of God is consonant with
it (p. 24).⁸ Pinnock ﬁnds support for the primacy of scripture in Karl
Barth, who wrote, “Who God is and what it is to be divine is something we have to learn where God has revealed Godself ” (p. 27). This
8. Many have critically challenged the cogency of the biblical case that openness thinkers oﬀer in behalf of their theology; e.g., Bruce A. Ware, God’s Lesser Glory: The Diminished
God of Open Theism (Wheaton, Ill.: Crossway Books, 2000); Norman L. Geisler, H. Wayne
House, and Max Herrera, The Battle for God: Responding to the Challenge of Neotheism
(Grand Rapids, Mich.: Kregel, 2001); John Piper, Justin Taylor, and Paul K. Helseth, eds.,
Beyond the Bounds: Open Theism and the Undermining of Biblical Christianity (Wheaton,
Ill.: Crossway Books, 2003)—but no one can plausibly deny their attempt to base their beliefs on the Bible. For example, Pinnock points out that John Sanders devotes over one hundred pages of careful biblical exegesis in behalf of openness theology in his book, The God
Who Risks (p. 25).
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approach resonates with that of Latter-day Saints, who also insist that
acceptable understandings of God be grounded, ﬁrst and foremost,
in God’s own self-disclosures, the Bible being one of the most important compilations of these disclosures. But biblical passages are
notoriously susceptible to various, and often conﬂicting, interpretations. Thus Latter-day Saints also treasure the light shed upon God in
the revelations of “Godself ” contained in their other standard works.
Having set the Bible up as the primary authoritative standard for
openness theology, Pinnock argues that it depicts a God who is loving,
receptive, and active in the world and who desires and participates in a
genuine give-and-take relationship with human agents. “Far from a totally unchanging and all-determining absolute Being,” Pinnock writes,
“the Bible presents God as a personal agent who creates and acts, wills
and plans, loves and values in relation to covenant partners” (p. 25).
Pinnock argues that the open view takes seriously the scriptural “idea
of God taking risks, of God’s will being thwarted, of God being ﬂexible, of grace being resistible, of God having a temporal dimension, of
God being impacted by the creature, and of God not knowing the entire future as certain” (p. 64). While admittedly many of these notions
diﬀer signiﬁcantly from the traditional or conventional understanding
of God, Pinnock makes no apologies since this is the portrait of God
he ﬁnds depicted in both the Old and New Testaments.
Latter-day Saints often take issue with conventional Christianity
on similar grounds. While the traditional view describes God as,
among other things, absolutely unlimited in all respects, wholly
other, absolutely simple, immaterial, nonspatial, nontemporal, immutable, and impassible, Latter-day Saints typically aﬃrm that the God
of Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob is “the living God”⁹ who created man
in his own image and likeness (Genesis 1:26), who spoke with Moses
“face to face, as a man speaketh unto his friend” (Exodus 33:11). He
is also the loving God who is profoundly “touched with the feeling of
9. To mention just a few such references: Joshua 3:10; 1 Samuel 17:26; Jeremiah
10:10; Hosea 1:10; Acts 14:15; 1 Thessalonians 1:9.
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our inﬁrmities” (Hebrews 4:15), and salviﬁcally involved in our individual and collective lives.¹⁰
The question of metaphor and anthropomorphism in the discussion about the biblical portrait of an open God is profoundly important. Pinnock says, “I give particular weight to narrative and to the
language of personal relationships” (p. 20). We should “not set aside
important biblical metaphors just because they do not ﬁt the traditional system” (p. 19). “God’s revelation is anthropomorphic through
and through. We could not grasp any other kind” (p. 20). But interpretation requires very careful exegesis (pp. 60–62). “All language is
anthropomorphic and metaphorical, it is all we have to work with,”
but “What does it mean for God to grieve, to interact, to weep, to cry
out, to respond to prayer?” (p. 63).¹¹ Pinnock ventures a response,
“Calvin was wrong to have said that biblical ﬁgures that convey such
things are mere accommodations to ﬁnite understanding” (p. 27; see
p. 67). The Latter-day Saint tradition similarly gives signiﬁcant credence to anthropomorphic language in scripture. When God is described as angry, jealous, happy, sad, and so forth, the Saints do not
believe that it is merely metaphorical due to our inability to fully
comprehend deity. Pinnock writes:
The divine/human relationship is often spoken of in terms
of marriage, child rearing and adoption. None of this would
be true of an impersonal entity. God created humanity in his
image, as an analogy of God, and the very basis of speaking
of God in human terms. God wants to be thought of as a person who relates with other persons, who loves and suﬀers, responds and plans. (p. 80)
10. See David L. Paulsen, “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and (William) James,” Journal
of Speculative Philosophy 13/2 (1999): 114–46.
11. See Daniel C. Peterson, “On the Motif of the Weeping God in Moses 7,” in
Revelation, Reason, and Faith: Essays in Honor of Truman G. Madsen, ed. Donald W.
Parry, Daniel C. Peterson, and Stephen D. Ricks (Provo, Utah: FARMS, 2002), 285–317.
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Latter-day Saint readers will find especially interesting Pinnock’s
proposal that openness theologians take seriously the idea that God
is embodied. On this important matter, we quote Pinnock at length:
There is an issue that has not been raised yet in the discussion around the open view of God. If he is with us in the
world, if we are to take biblical metaphors seriously, is God
in some way embodied? Critics will be quick to say that, although there are expressions of this idea in the Bible, they
are not to be taken literally. But I do not believe that the idea
is as foreign to the Bible’s view of God as we have assumed.
In tradition, God is thought to function primarily as a disembodied spirit but this is scarcely a biblical idea. For example, Israel is called to hear God’s word and gaze on his glory
and beauty. Human beings are said to be embodied creatures
created in the image of God. Is there perhaps something in
God that corresponds with embodiment? Having a body is
certainly not a negative thing because it makes it possible for
us to be agents. Perhaps God’s agency would be easier to envisage if he were in some way corporeal. Add to that the fact
that in the theophanies of the Old Testament God encounters humans in the form of a man. They indicate that God
shares our life in the world in a most intense and personal
manner. For example, look at the following texts. In Exodus
24:10–11 Moses, Aaron, Nadab, Abidu and seventy of the elders of Israel went up Mount Sinai and beheld God, as they
ate and drank. Exodus 33:11 tells us that “the Lord used to
speak to Moses face to face, as one speaks to a friend.” Moses
saw “God’s back” but not his face (Exod. 33:23). When God
chose to reveal his glory, Isaiah saw the Lord, high and lifted
up (Is. 6:1). Ezekiel saw “the appearance of the likeness of
the glory of the Lord” (Ezek. 1:28). John saw visions of one
seated upon the throne (Rev. 4:2) and of the Son of Man in
his glory (Rev. 1: 12–16). Add to that the fact that God took
on a body in the incarnation and Christ has taken that body
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with him into glory. It seems to me that the Bible does not
think of God as formless. Rather, it thinks of him as possessing a form that these divine appearances reﬂect. (pp. 33–34)
Latter-day Saints will applaud Pinnock’s bold conclusion: “I do not
feel obliged to assume that God is a purely spiritual being when his
self-revelation does not suggest it. It is true that from a Platonic standpoint, the idea is absurd, but this is not a biblical standpoint” (p. 34).
In addition to making a biblical case for divine embodiment,
Pinnock proposes, without developing, three arguments for the same
conclusion. First, Pinnock opines that God’s agency would be easier to
envisage if he were in some way corporeal (p. 34). Second, Pinnock suggests that embodiment may be a necessary condition of personhood.
“The only persons we encounter are embodied persons and, if God is
not embodied, it may prove diﬃcult to understand how God is a person. What kind of actions could a disembodied God perform?” (p. 34;
see pp. 80–81). Finally, Pinnock hypothesizes that corporeality may be
a necessary condition of God’s being passible (p. 81; see p. 81 n. 54).
Each of these suggestions is provocative; indeed, each cries out for further development. Latter-day Saints should be eager to join in the task.
Another point on which Latter-day Saint understanding and
openness thought converge is their view of the Christian Godhead.
Both, on the authority of revelation, reject the conventional view that
the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost constitute one metaphysical substance, affirming rather that they are so lovingly interrelated as to
constitute one perfectly united community. This understanding of
the Godhead is known in contemporary Christian discourse as “social Trinitarianism” or as “the social analogy of the Trinity.”
In line with this model, openness thinkers portray God as “a
triune communion who seeks relationships of love with human beings” (p. 3). Pinnock describes the relational essence of the Trinity
as “three persons in a caring, sensitive and responsive communion”
(p. 84); this, he says, “is central to the open view of God” (p. 84).
Further, “God is the one who lives in love and wills community with
creatures; he is not a supreme monad that exists in eternal solitude.

424 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

To speak metaphysically, the gospel alludes to a relational ontology
of persons in communion. The Trinity speaks to us of relationality and is not tied to substance philosophy” (p. 28). Later he writes,
“God is more than a single loving person . . . he is a loving community of persons in which each gives and receives love” (p. 83).¹²
Our first article of faith affirms Latter-day Saint belief in the
New Testament Godhead. It states simply: “We believe in God,
the Eternal Father, and in His Son, Jesus Christ, and in the Holy
Ghost.” Like openness theologians, Latter-day Saints do not understand the Godhead or trinity to be one metaphysical substance
consisting of three persons. Joseph Smith clearly articulated this
point, declaring in his last public sermon before his death:
I have always and in all congregations when I have preached
on the subject of the Deity, it has been the plurality of Gods.
It has been preached by the Elders for ﬁfteen years.
I have always declared God to be a distinct personage,
Jesus Christ a separate and distinct personage from God the
Father, and that the Holy Ghost was a distinct personage and
a Spirit: and these three constitute three distinct personages
and three Gods.¹³

12. Actually many Christian thinkers are showing a renewed interest in Trinitarian
thought. The following article and books are a few of the most important recent texts that
outline and affirm social Trinitarianism and its resultant theological implications. They
are Cornelius Plantinga Jr., “Social Trinity and Tritheism,” in Trinity, Incarnation, and
Atonement: Philosophical and Theological Essays, ed. Ronald J. Feenstra and Cornelius
Plantinga Jr. (Notre Dame: University of Notre Dame Press, 1989), 21–47; Jürgen Moltmann,
The Trinity and the Kingdom of God: The Doctrine of God (London: SCM, 1981); and
Leonardo Boﬀ, Trinity and Society, trans. Paul Burns (Maryknoll, N.Y.: Orbis Books, 1988).
Now, although these are just a few of the complete expositions on social Trinitarianism in
modern times, it is important to note that invariably every modern scholar of Trinitarian
thought has written anywhere from a brief to lengthy analysis of this theological idea.
13. Teachings of the Prophet Joseph Smith, 370; see 372. See also Andrew F. Ehat
and Lyndon W. Cook, eds. and comps., The Words of Joseph Smith: The Contemporary
Accounts of the Nauvoo Discourses of the Prophet Joseph (Provo, Utah: BYU Religious
Studies Center, 1980).
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Yet, uniquely Latter-day Saint scripture repeatedly aﬃrms that
God the Father, Jesus Christ, and the Holy Ghost are “one God.”¹⁴
There is no contradiction here in that the honorific title “God” in
Latter-day Saint discourse has more than one sense. It is used to designate the divine community (as in the later instances) as well as to
designate each individual divine person (as in Joseph’s use). So it is
true that the Father, Son, and Holy Ghost constitute one God (i.e.,
one perfectly united divine community) and that they constitute
three Gods (i.e., there are three divine persons each referred to as
God). There is no inscrutable mystery here, just a simple diﬀerence
in the use of the term God. Elder James E. Talmage clariﬁes this point
in his exposition of the ﬁrst article of faith. He writes:
Three personages composing the great presiding council of
the universe have revealed themselves to man: (1) God the
Eternal Father; (2) His Son, Jesus Christ; and (3) the Holy
Ghost. That these three are separate individuals, physically
distinct from each other, is demonstrated by the accepted
records of divine dealings with man. On the occasion of the
Savior’s baptism, John recognized the sign of the Holy Ghost;
he saw before him in a tabernacle of ﬂesh the Christ, unto
whom he had administered the holy ordinance; and he heard
the voice of the Father. The three personages of the Godhead
were present, manifesting themselves each in a diﬀerent way,
and each distinct from the others. Later the Savior promised His disciples that the Comforter, who is the Holy Ghost,
should be sent unto them by His Father; here again are the
three members of the Godhead separately deﬁned. Stephen,
at the time of his martyrdom, was blessed with the power of
14. See the Testimony of Three Witnesses at the introduction of the Book of Mormon.
After bearing testimony to the truthfulness of Joseph Smith’s account of the coming forth of
the Book of Mormon, they close by giving honor “to the Father, and to the Son, and to the
Holy Ghost, which is one God. Amen.” Various scriptures within the Book of Mormon and
Doctrine and Covenants also aﬃrm the unity and oneness of the Godhead. See 2 Nephi 31:21;
Alma 11:44; 3 Nephi 11:36; Doctrine and Covenants 20:28; 35:2; 50:43.
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heavenly vision, and he saw Jesus standing on the right hand
of God. Joseph Smith, while calling upon the Lord in fervent
prayer, saw the Father and the Son, standing in the midst of
light that shamed the brightness of the sun; and one of these
declared of the other, “This is My Beloved Son. Hear Him!”
Each of the members of the Trinity is called God, together
they constitute the Godhead.¹⁵
As to the unity of the Godhead, Talmage explains:
This unity is a type of completeness; the mind of any
one member of the Trinity is the mind of the others; seeing
as each of them does with the eye of perfection, they see and
understand alike. Under any given conditions each would
act in the same way, guided by the same principles of unerring justice and equity. The one-ness of the Godhead, to
which the scriptures so abundantly testify, implies no mystical union of substance, nor any unnatural and therefore
impossible blending of personality. Father, Son, and Holy
Ghost are as distinct in their persons and individualities as
are any three personages in mortality. Yet their unity of purpose and operation is such as to make their edicts one, and
their will the will of God.¹⁶
Clearly Latter-day Saint and openness views of the Godhead are
very much on the same page. Our reﬂections on what each take to be
scripture can mutually inform and inspire.
As a conclusion to this chapter, Pinnock reminds us of his commitment to the primacy of scripture in shaping our understanding of
God. He writes: “Our thinking needs to be reformed in the light of
the self-revelation of God in the gospel and we must stop attributing
to God qualities that undermine God’s own self-disclosure” (p. 27).
No other inﬂuence, it might be said, has done more to undermine
15. James E. Talmage, Articles of Faith (Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 1984), 35–36.
16. Ibid., 37.
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the correct concept of God than the conﬂuence of Greek thought and
Christian doctrine, which Pinnock treats in his next chapter.
Overcoming a Pagan Inheritance
Pinnock argues in this chapter that traditional conceptions of
God’s attributes such as absolute immutability, timelessness, and impassibility—now ﬁrmly rooted in Christian tradition—are, in fact,
pagan by-products of the Hellenistic intellectual milieu in which the
conventional Christian view of God was shaped. Pinnock admits
that every theology interacts with its environment; it “seeks to conceptualize and it creates a kind of synthesis” (p. 65). But, he says, it
is our responsibility to consider the environment wherein the conventional model of God was formulated and discern whether it led
to the corruption of the biblical portrait. The Greek thinkers (e.g.,
Origen, Augustine) oﬀered the early Christian theologians a concept
of God that could be understood using the best ideas of their time.
According to Pinnock, regardless of their intentions, the Greek thinkers’ inﬂuence exacted a considerable price. This “set up a tension between Greek and biblical ideals of perfection, requiring theologians
to reconcile the incomparable God of the Bible, ever responding to
changing circumstances and passionately involved in history, with
something like the Unmoved Mover of Aristotle, a God completely
suﬃcient unto himself ” (pp. 65–66).
Pinnock also challenges the traditional understanding of omniscience by contending that although God knows “everything that
could exist in [the] future” (p. 100), he does not possess exhaustive
specific foreknowledge. For Pinnock, “exhaustive foreknowledge
would not be possible in a world with real freedom” (p. 100). Critics
of the openness model are quick to contend that any qualiﬁcation of
the notion of God’s complete knowledge of the future diminishes his
power and worshipability. To the contrary, openness theologians argue, this only makes God more praiseworthy for his wisdom and resourcefulness in responding to emerging contingencies.
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Latter-day Saints diﬀer among themselves in their understandings of the extent of God’s foreknowledge. Some, including Presidents
Brigham Young and Wilford Woodruﬀ, have thought that God increases endlessly in knowledge and, hence, presumably, at every time
lacks exhaustive foreknowledge. Brigham Young stated that “the God
I serve is progressing eternally, and so are his children; they will increase to all eternity, if they are faithful.”¹⁷ And, in agreement with
Young, Wilford Woodruﬀ explained: “If there was a point where man
in his progression could not proceed any further, the very idea would
throw a gloom over every intelligent and reﬂecting mind. God himself is increasing and progressing in knowledge, power, and dominion, and will do so, worlds without end. It is just so with us. We are in
a probation, which is a school of experience.”¹⁸
Others hold to a more traditional view that God’s knowledge,
including the foreknowledge of future free contingencies, is exhaustively complete.¹⁹ Joseph Fielding Smith asserted: “Do we believe that
God has all ‘wisdom’? If so, in that, he is absolute. If there is something he does not know, then he is not absolute in ‘wisdom,’ and
to think such a thing is absurd. . . . It is not through ignorance and
learning hidden truth that [God] progresses, for if there are truths
which he does not know, then these things are greater than he, and
this cannot be.”²⁰ Bruce R. McConkie expressed a similar sentiment:
“There are those who say that God is progressing in knowledge and
is learning new truths. This is false—utterly, totally, and completely.
There is not one sliver of truth in it. . . . God progresses in the sense
that his kingdoms increase and his dominions multiply—not in the
sense that he learns new truths and discovers new laws. God is not a
student. He is not a laboratory technician. He is not postulating new
17. Brigham Young, in Journal of Discourses, 11:286.
18. Wilford Woodruﬀ, in Journal of Discourses, 6:120.
19. Neal A. Maxwell has suggested that God exists outside of time. “God lives in
an eternal now where the past, present, and future are constantly before him (see D&C
130:7).” “Care for the Life of the Soul,” Ensign, May 2003, 70.
20. Joseph Fielding Smith, Doctrines of Salvation, comp. Bruce R. McConkie (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1954), 1:5, 7, emphasis in original.
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theories on the basis of past experiences. He has indeed graduated to
that state of exaltation that consists of knowing all things.”²¹
Despite these diﬀering views within the Latter-day Saint tradition,²² there is accord on three fundamental points: (1) Man is an
21. Bruce R. McConkie, “The Seven Deadly Heresies,” in 1980 Devotional Speeches of
the Year (Provo, Utah: Brigham Young University Press, 1981), 75.
22. The following Latter-day Saints have similarly indicated where they stand on the
respective sides of this divide. Hyrum Smith in April 1844, perhaps indicating that God
is not eternally self-surpassing in terms of intelligence, said: “I want to put down all false
inﬂuence. If I thought I should be saved and any in the congregation be lost, I should
not be happy. For this purpose Jesus eﬀected a resurrection. Our Savior is competent to
save all from death and hell. I can prove it out of the revelation. I would not serve a God
that had not all wisdom and all power.” Hyrum Smith, in History of the Church, 6:300
(6 April 1844). Both B. H. Roberts and John A. Widtsoe aﬃrmed Brigham Young’s and
Wilford Woodruﬀ ’s teachings. “To determine this relationship between God and man,”
Widtsoe explained, “it is necessary to know, as far as the limited human mind may know,
why the Lord is the supreme intelligent Being in the universe, with the greatest knowledge and the most perfected will, and who, therefore, possesses inﬁnite power over the
forces of the universe. . . . One thing seems clear, however, that the Lord who is a part
of the universe, in common with all other parts of the universe is subject to eternal universal laws. . . . Therefore, if the law of progression be accepted, God must have been engaged from the beginning, and must now be engaged in progressive development, and
inﬁnite as God is, he must have been less powerful in the past than he is today. Nothing
in the universe is static or quiescent.” John A. Widtsoe, A Rational Theology (Salt Lake
City: Deseret Book, 1965), 24. According to B. H. Roberts, “God’s immutability should
not be so understood as to exclude the idea of advancement or progress of God. Thus, for
example: God’s kingdom and glory may be enlarged, as more and more redeemed souls
are added to his kingdom: as worlds and world-systems are multiplied and redeemed and
enrolled with celestial spheres, so God’s kingdom is enlarged and his glory increased. So
that in this sense there may come change and progress even for God. Hence we could
not say of God’s immutability as we do of his eternity that it is absolute, since there may
come change through progress even for God: but an absolute immutability would require
eternal immobility—which would reduce God to a condition eternally static, which, from
the nature of things, would bar him from participation in that enlargement of kingdom
and increasing glory that comes from redemption and the progress of men. And is it too
bold a thought, that with this progress, even for the Mightiest, new thoughts, and new vistas may appear, inviting to new adventures and enterprises that will yield new experiences,
advancement, and enlargement even for the Most High? It ought to be constantly remembered that terms absolute to man may be relative terms to God, so far above our thinking is
his thinking; and his ways above our ways.” B. H. Roberts, The Seventy’s Course in Theology
(Orem, Utah: Grandin Book, 1994), Fourth Year, 69–70. On the other hand, Robert Millet
and Joseph F. McConkie argue for the same understanding of this attribute as do Bruce R.
McConkie and Joseph Fielding Smith. “Our Father’s development and progression over
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agent with power to choose other than what he, in fact, chooses;
(2) Whatever the extent and nature of God’s foreknowledge, it is not
inconsistent with man’s freedom—God’s knowledge does not causally determine human choices; and (3) God’s knowledge, like God’s
power, is maximally eﬃcacious. No event occurs that he has not anticipated or has not taken into account in his planning.²³
Pinnock writes, “We need to identify the type of divine perfection envisaged by the biblical witnesses and consider how better to
conceptualize certain of the attributes of God based upon that witness” (p. 65). While there is little confusion concerning God’s interactivity in our daily devotional lives, mainline Christian theology,
according to Pinnock, has lost somewhat its biblical focus (p. 65).
“A package of divine attributes has been constructed which leans in
the direction of immobility and hyper-transcendence, particularly
because of the inﬂuence of the Hellenistic category of unchangeableness” (p. 65). There can be no doubt that a signiﬁcant part of
a person’s theology is shaped by his or her environment, by the
best ideas and thought of the time. The very act of theologizing is
an attempt to understand and describe the doctrines revealed by
God, and man has always sought the best tools available to do it.
According to Pinnock, the concept of perfection is one area that
men have struggled with and employed many tools to further understanding. “It is tempting to think of God abstractly as a perfect
being and then smuggle in assumptions of what ‘perfect’ entails”
(p. 67). How do we know if a perfect being suﬀers or not? Is a perfect being timeless or changeable? Pinnock suggests that what we
an inﬁnitely long period of time has brought him to the point at which he now presides
as God Almighty, He who is omnipotent, omniscient, and, by means of his Holy Spirit,
omnipresent: he has all power, all knowledge, and is, through the Light of Christ, in and
through all things.” Robert L. Millet and Joseph Fielding McConkie, The Life Beyond (Salt
Lake City: Bookcraft, 1986), 148–49. An attempt to reconcile these diﬀering points of
view is provided by Eugene England in “Perfection and Progression: Two Complementary
Ways to Talk about God,” BYU Studies 29/3 (1989): 31–47.
23. See David L. Paulsen, “Omnipotent God; Omnipresence of God; Omniscience of
God,” in Encyclopedia of Mormonism, 3:1030.
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are doing when we engage in this type of theologizing is “seeking to
correct the Bible; to derive truth about God not from biblical metaphors but from our own intuitions of what is ‘ﬁtting’ for God to be”
(p. 67). It is a type of negative theology—one begins with a concept
of perfection and then works backward, ascribing only those attributes to God that cohere with one’s original concept rather than appealing to God’s own self-disclosure to better understand his true
character and attributes. “In this way,” according to Pinnock, “God’s
nature is made to conform to our notions of what deity should be
like and, if the Bible does not measure up to this standard in its
speech about God, we invoke our own subjective criteria to correct
it” (p. 67).
In his letter to Paulsen, Pinnock asks: “Are we (in your opinion) cobelligerents as it were in the struggle against pagan inﬂuences in classical theism?” The answer resounds: we certainly ought to be! Latter-day
Saints believe that the ﬂedgling church that Christ had established during his ministry faced serious challenges after the death of the apostles. With the passing of the apostles, no one could authoritatively say,
“Thus saith the Lord.” At this point the church, for the ﬁrst time, was
forced to take up fully the burden of constructing theology—to seek
a proper understanding of God’s reality, to describe divine things intelligibly and rationally, and to articulate the present meaning of past
manifestations and self-disclosures of God.²⁴ This was not a light responsibility, and many of the early Christian apologists appealed to
secular learning for help. The learning was predominately Greek, and it
was Greek learning that would subsequently have a profound eﬀect on
the shape of conventional Christianity. Today the Hellenistic inﬂuence
on traditional theism is recognized as too blatant to deny. It is refreshing to see writers like Clark Pinnock, John Sanders, and other openness thinkers sounding the call to purge the traditional understanding
of God of the doctrinal corruptions left as a pagan inheritance. In this
eﬀort, we are indeed co-belligerents.
24. See David L. Paulsen, review of The Story of Christian Theology: Twenty Centuries
of Tradition and Reform, by Roger E. Olson, BYU Studies 39/4 (2000): 185–94.
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The Metaphysics of Love
In chapter 3, Pinnock champions a theology that is not only traditional and biblical, as he attempts to illustrate in the previous two
chapters, but also coherent and timely for a contemporary audience.
The metaphysics of love, as far as we interpret it, is an attempt to enter Pinnock’s “theology of love” into dialogue with modern thought/
philosophy. “Did not the Israelites leaving Egypt take the jewels of
Egyptian culture and reshape them into furniture for the sanctuary?
Have not all the great theologians made use of philosophical reﬂection to give force to their own convictions?” (p. 113). When it comes
to philosophical reﬂection, Latter-day Saints often fall victim to mental laziness, which B. H. Roberts sees as one of the unfortunate vices
of men. Roberts stresses the importance of a spiritually and philosophically sound religion. “It requires striving—intellectual and spiritual—to comprehend the things of God—even the revealed things of
God. . . . Men seem to think that because inspiration and revelation
are factors in connection with the things of God, therefore the pain
and stress of mental eﬀort are not required.”²⁵ “Religion must appeal
to the understanding as well as to the emotional nature of man. It
must measurably satisfy his rational mind as well as ﬁll his spiritual
and ethical longings—his thirst for righteousness.”²⁶
Resonating with Roberts’s sentiments, Pinnock comments, “It is
not a bad thing to be philosophically engaged. Surely a failure to grapple with intellectual issues is a weakness from a theological standpoint”
(p. 113). One might wonder why, immediately after denouncing classical theism as rooted in Hellenistic philosophy, Pinnock actually encourages Christians to make use of philosophical conceptions relevant
in our modern age. In response to this query, Pinnock points out that
“in the ancient context, permanence was preferred to change, while
moderns opt for change over permanence” (p. 116). This is his way
of justifying the open view for today. Hence Pinnock suggests, “What
25. Roberts, Seventy’s Course in Theology, Fifth Year, iv–v.
26. Comprehensive History of the Church, 2:381.
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Augustine did in his day, we have to do in ours. A synthesis does not
have to be a bad thing so long as it does not hinder the proclamation
of the gospel” (p. 113). While Pinnock does not want to focus attention on a particular philosophy as being ideal for Christian theology,
he suggests certain parameters within which a relevant philosophical
system must ﬁt if it is going to help us better understand God and his
attributes. “A tragedy of theology has been that, owing to philosophies
which privilege changelessness, it has been diﬃcult to express the central Christian truth claim that the Word was made flesh. Theology
needs philosophy that can handle themes like perfection-in-change,
incarnation, and pathos. It needs philosophical thinking which has
room for a God who can be aﬀected and not unaﬀected by relations to
the world” (p. 116).
As Latter-day Saints, we do not rely on philosophical worldviews or systems for articulating or defending our understanding
of God. But we do reflect on revelation to deepen our understanding of God. Pinnock refers to his own approach as “biblical philosophy.” For Latter-day Saints, what is revealed must be understood to embrace the standard works and divine self-disclosures
coming to and through our living prophet. Pinnock seems convinced that close biblical analysis and rational engagement will
result in “openness thinking.” We believe that modern revelation
points in the same direction.
One area in which Pinnock feels revelation as recorded in the
scriptures is joined, and even stimulated, by philosophy arises when
the classical “problem of evil” is broached. He confronts the problem,
which has otherwise proven itself a profound crux within the course
of almost every theological roadmap, with a “logic of love” theodicy.
Pinnock sketches this idea out along these lines:
(a) God created for the sake of loving relationships.
(b) This required giving real freedom to the creature that
it not be a robot.
(c) Freedom, however, entails risk in the event that love
is not reciprocated.
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(d) Herein lies the possibility of moral and certain natural evils—those which appear irredeemably malicious and
demonic.
(e) God does not abandon the world but pledges a victory over the powers of darkness. In such a theodicy, God
does not will evil but wills love and, therefore, freedom that
opens the door to things going right or wrong.
(f) Though God does not protect us from ourselves, God
is there redeeming every situation, though exactly how, we
may not yet always know. (pp. 131–32)
Pinnock acknowledges that God chose to create this world, that he
could have chosen another possible world but he didn’t, that he chose
instead to create a world where humans possessed real freedom, and
that real freedom entails risk.²⁷ “Risk was involved in creating this kind
of non-divine order because rebellion and defection are possibilities.
Evil was not what God willed, though he did make it possible by giving freedom for the sake of love” (p. 132). Theists in the past have gone
to great lengths to avoid including the category of risk in God’s experience, but for Pinnock it is an integral part of a loving relationship.
Acceptance of divine risk makes the job of confronting the problem of
evil easier. Pinnock has the philosophical luxury of saying “things do
not always go the way God wants them to” (p. 132). However, for many
this luxury is counterintuitive or countertraditional. For Pinnock,
the failure to achieve a coherent theodicy is because of the obsession
of conventional theists for divine control and because “the blueprint
model of divine providence, in which each evil serves a higher purpose
and every gruesome detail contributes to the beauty of God’s work,
makes the problem of evil insoluble” (p. 133). He goes on to claim that
“belief in a God who ordains and/or allows every evil to exist (including the burning of children) cannot be sustained” (p. 133).
Pinnock’s theodicy may not be palatable to a mainstream Christian
audience, and it is by no means the only approach to the age-old
27. For a more exhaustive treatment of divine risk, see Sanders, The God Who Risks.

Pinnock, Most Moved Mover (Paulsen, Fisher) • 435

problem of evil. Through the insights of Joseph Smith, Latter-day
Saints have a tenable way out of the conceptual incoherency generated
by the traditional eﬀorts to explain of the problem of evil. Revelations
to Joseph Smith circumvent the theoretical problem of evil by denying the troublemaking postulate of absolute creation (creation ex nihilo) and, consequently, the classical deﬁnition of divine omnipotence.
Contrary to conventional Christian thought, Joseph Smith explicitly
aﬃrmed that there are entities and structures which are coeternal with
God himself (D&C 93:23, 29). These eternal entities seem to include
chaotic matter, intelligences, and lawlike structures or principles. What
are possible instances of such laws or principles? Lehi makes reference
to some such principles in the enlightening and comforting explanation of evil he provides to his son Jacob as recorded in 2 Nephi 2.
“Adam fell that men might be,” Lehi tells Jacob, “and men are, that they
might have joy” (2 Nephi 2:25). But to attain this joy, Lehi explains that
it must needs be, that there is an opposition in all things. If
not so, . . . righteousness could not be brought to pass, neither
wickedness, [nor] holiness . . . , neither good nor bad, . . . [neither] happiness nor misery. . . . And [so] to bring about his
eternal purposes in the end of man, after he had created our
ﬁrst parents, . . . it must needs be that there was an opposition;
even the forbidden fruit in opposition to the tree of life; the
one being sweet and the other bitter. Wherefore, the Lord God
gave unto man that he should act for himself. Wherefore, man
could not act for himself save it should be that he was enticed
by the one or the other. (2 Nephi 2:11, 15–16)
According to Lehi, there are apparently states of aﬀairs that even
God, though in some sense omnipotent, cannot bring about. Man is
that he might have joy, but even God cannot bring joy without moral
righteousness, moral righteousness without moral freedom, moral
freedom without an opposition in all things (see 2 Nephi 2:25–26).
With moral freedom as an essential variable in the divine equation
for man, two consequences stand out saliently: (1) the inevitability of
moral evil and (2) our need for a redeemer.
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If this interpretation of 2 Nephi 2 is correct, then we ought to reject the conventional deﬁnition of omnipotence in favor of an understanding that fits better with the inspired text. Given that text, how
ought we understand divine omnipotence? B. H. Roberts proposed
that God’s omnipotence be understood as the power to bring about
any state of aﬀairs consistent with the natures of eternal existences.²⁸
So understood, we can adopt an “instrumentalist” view of evil wherein
pain, suﬀering, and opposition become means of moral and spiritual
development. God is omnipotent, but he cannot prevent evil without
preventing greater goods or ends—soul-making,²⁹ joy eternal (or
godlike), life—the value of which more than offsets the disvalue of
whatever evils may ﬂow from the exercise of moral agency. So it seems
that, in openness theology and Latter-day Saint revelation, we ﬁnd an
element of risk anywhere God relinquishes some of his power in order
to insure real moral freedom.
Pinnock also believes that his “logic of love” theodicy helps us
cope with natural evils, such as a disease or a ﬂood, by rationalizing evils that emerge independent of human action. Some of these
evils, according to his model, “may arise from the randomness that
underlies creativity and be the by-product of the orderly natural process that sustains life” (p. 134). Still other natural evils are attributed
to “the free will of spiritual beings who, unlike ourselves, also possess a degree of control over nature. After all, Scripture speaks of the
demonic and spiritual warfare” (p. 134).³⁰ “The open view of God
lets one aﬃrm the reality of genuine evil because it does not see God
as the only source of power and does not have to ﬁgure out why, in
God’s mysterious providence, horrors come upon us” (p. 133). Given
the commitment of the openness view to what is often called liber28. Roberts, Seventy’s Course in Theology, Fourth Year, 70.
29. See John Hick, Evil and the God of Love (San Francisco: Harper and Row, 1978).
30. Pinnock feels that the idea that some evils originate in the kingdom of Satan is
supported biblically. While he does not oﬀer speciﬁc proof texts, he points out that Jesus
did not attribute things like deformity, blindness, leprosy and fever to the providence of
God. Pinnock writes, “We say with Jesus, ‘An enemy has done this!’ and refuse to blame
God for it (Mt. 13:28)” (p. 134).
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tarian freedom, it allows for the possibility of surd evil—that is, evil
that ought not to be.³¹
After delving into several other areas in which he feels philosophy might lend a helpful hand, Pinnock closes the chapter by pointing out that Christian theologians have labored under a heavy burden. “The available philosophical resources for the early church were
not altogether suitable for rendering Christian ideas. Theology has
needed new points of departure and fresh thinking that could better express the personal reality of God” (p. 150). Additionally, “If . . .
God is understood more biblically and, to moderns, more intelligibly [through sound philosophy] as a power that is internally related
to the world and the ground of our own worth as persons, Christian
theism can become intellectually compelling again” (pp. 150–51).
The Existential Fit
In the last chapter, Pinnock examines what he calls the “existential ﬁt” of openness theology. Does it “work” in the experience of
those who embrace it? Pinnock argues that the open view presents
for the Christian disciple a more appealing view of God than does the
conventional view. He argues that even those who do not embrace
this view live as though it were true. “One of the strengths of the open
view is that people see the way it makes sense of their lives and are
drawn to it. It is hard to refute on the existential level” (p. 154). We
live as though what we decide makes a diﬀerence (p. 178). According
to Pinnock, the open view affirms human freedom, makes prayer
relevant, and encourages steps on the way to sanctiﬁcation. If the future is determined or foreknown, why should we even bother to do
the right thing? “If we believe God is a stern, cold lawgiver who has
no real interest in us, who is merely a ruler, lord, a judge and not a
31. For a Latter-day Saint treatment that proposes the existence of pointless evil, see
R. Dennis Potter, “Finitism and the Problem of Evil,” Dialogue 33/4 (2000): 83–95; and David L.
Paulsen, “Joseph Smith and the Problem of Evil,” BYU Studies 39/1 (2000): 53–65.
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father, we will have great diﬃculty living the Christian life” (p. 154,
quoting Thomas Merton).
One of the great virtues of the open view, according to Pinnock,
is that it enjoys an “as if ” asset—“It is safe to live as if the model were
true” (p. 155). Conventional theism, on the other hand, has an “as if
not” problem. Pinnock suggests that one “would be wise to live as if
[conventional theism] were not true, otherwise [one] could have a
crisis of motivation” (p. 155). Pinnock oﬀers some examples.
Suppose that God, as Thomas Aquinas taught, is unchangeable
as a stone pillar and cannot entertain real relationships in his
essential nature. Suppose that in God there are no real relations to creatures—that they may move in relation to God but
God cannot move in relation to them. Since the Christian life
is at the heart a personal relationship with God, it would be
best to live as if this view of immutability were not the case, as
I am sure Aquinas himself must have done in his life. (p. 156)
Pinnock asks the reader to suppose that God were impassible and
could not be aﬀected by what transpires in the world, as conventional
theism has always claimed. Clearly the implications of this view run
deep. “Does this mean that God is not wounded by injustices, as
Calvin said, and cannot feel our pain, as Anselm said?” (p. 156). To
view God as impassible is to say that God does not grieve with us or
rejoice with us, and Pinnock insists that this is “existentially intolerable” (p. 156). Whatever your doctrine is concerning God’s ability to
be aﬀected by his creations, existentially, it seems necessary to live “as
if ” the conventional view of divine impassibility were not true. “Only
a suﬀering God can help” (p. 156), asserts Pinnock.
The Latter-day Saint tradition has a general harmony between
our understanding of God and our devotional lives, and yet our understanding of God has been formed through divine self-disclosure
and has been recorded as revelation, both ancient and modern. A
faith whose doctrine squares neatly with the intuitive devotional attitudes of its members deserves consideration. Moreover, a faith whose
formal doctrines concerning deity are at odds with the way in which
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the faithful approach God and providence deserves possible reconsideration of its fundamental doctrines. “If our lives make no impact
on God and if what you decide makes no diﬀerence to the blueprint
of history, why go on?” (p. 154).
Latter-day Saints are certainly not the only Christians who have recognized the profound need for a harmony between doctrine and devotion.
William James—turn-of-the-century American philosopher—articulates
the importance of avoiding the kind of existential self-contradiction that
conventional Christianity leads to.
Take God’s aseity, for example; or his necessariness; his
immateriality; his “simplicity” or superiority to the kind of
inner variety and succession which we ﬁnd in ﬁnite beings,
his indivisibility, and lack of the inner distinctions of being
and activity, substance and accident, potentiality and actuality, and the rest; his repudiation of inclusion in a genus; his
actualized inﬁnity; . . . his self-suﬃciency, self-love, and absolute felicity in himself:—candidly speaking, how do such
qualities as these make any definite connection with our
life? And if they severally call for no distinctive adaptations
of our conduct, what vital diﬀerence can it possibly make to
a man’s religion whether they be true or false?³²
Pinnock sorts out some of the practical aspects of the open view,
including petitionary prayer: “In prayer the practicality of the open
view of God shines. In prayer God treats us as subjects not objects
and real dialogue takes place. God could act alone in ruling the world
but wants to work in consultation. It is not his way unilaterally to decide everything” (p. 171). Again, the root metaphor that the openness
thinkers use to help express their vision of God is that of a loving father. “He treats us as partners in a two-way conversation and wants
our input—our gratitude, our concurrence, our questioning, even our
32. William James, The Varieties of Religious Experiences: A Study in Human Nature
(Mineola, N.Y.: Dover, 2002), 445. Also see Paulsen, “The God of Abraham, Isaac, and
(William) James.”
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protests and our petitions” (pp. 171–72). For Pinnock, God enlists
our input because he wants it, not because he needs it—he invites
us as partners to help steer the course of his divine plan. “God does
not stand at a distance but gets involved, becomes conditioned, responds, relents, intervenes and acts in time” (p. 172). God allows us to
inﬂuence him so that we might be contributors to the ﬂow of events.
Pinnock supports this view by drawing from the New Testament:
“You have not because you ask not” (James 4:2 NRSV). He assures us
that the scriptures are full of examples of the eﬃcacy of petitionary
prayer. He cites the example in which God tells Moses that he is going to destroy Israel, but Moses counters with reasons why he should
not do so (Exodus 32). In that case, God listens to Moses, relents, and
does not follow through on his plan. On the other hand, Manasseh
ignores God and is taken by the Assyrians: “While Manasseh was
in distress, he entreated the favor of the Lord his God and humbled
himself greatly before the God of his ancestors. He prayed to him and
God received his entreaty, heard his plea, and restored him again to
Jerusalem and to his kingdom. Then Manasseh knew that the Lord
indeed was God. (2 Chr. 33:12–13)” (p. 173).
Latter-day Saints should have little problem with the idea that
God is open to our petitions and willing to receive our entreaties.³³
The Latter-day Saint understanding of God is one of profound passibility. And while we, with openness thinkers, depart from the dominant theological Christian tradition by aﬃrming a passible God who
is aﬀected, and often persuaded, by our pleas, we make no apologies
since such a God is consistent with both the scriptural account and
the way in which we experience God in our devotional lives.
Conclusion
God is not a metaphysical iceberg but a dynamic, passible, and
personal interactive agent who enters into genuine give-and-take relationships with human agents. This, essentially, is the battle cry of
33. See “Thine alms have come up as a memorial before me” (D&C 112:1; cf. Acts
10:4; Jacob 7:22; Mosiah 3:4; 27:14).
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the openness movement. From divine embodiment to profound passibility, it is not hard to see how Pinnock’s open model of deity resonates with common Latter-day Saint understandings of God. It is not,
of course, a perfect mesh, yet clearly we do have much in common.
Once in a great while a theological treatise surfaces that is devoid
of extraneous apologetics and polemics, a body of work that raises
fundamental questions, proposes compelling responses, and engenders profound thought. We believe Pinnock’s Most Moved Mover is
one such book; it is a book that deserves, even demands, our attention. It is forcing many to deal with topics like divine embodiment,
temporal eternity, a partially unsettled future, and a God that is far
from the immobility Aristotle described as the Unmoved Mover.
As Latter-day Saints, we encounter God through sacred divine selfdisclosure recorded in the scriptures and also through our personal
encounters with him. And many of us discover a loving Father in
Heaven who is, indeed, the Most Moved Mover.

A Bird’s-Eye View of
the Mormon Prophet
Jan Shipps

W

hether biographies are extended accounts or brief surveys of
lives, they come in two main forms. Either they concentrate on
an individual’s life, making the subject the center of attention, or they
tell a much larger story, situating a subject’s life in the time and place
in which it was lived. In the ﬁrst instance, whether the authors tell their
subjects’ stories from the inside out (psychobiography) or the outside
in (traditional narrative biography), they assess the accomplishments,
signiﬁcance, and inﬂuence of individuals by centering on their personal
lives and locating them in their own extended universes of family,
friends (and enemies), and more distant observers. Without ignoring
the importance of the time and place in which the life was lived, the
authors of such biographies stay focused on their subjects. The same
is not always true when biographies become “life-and-times” studies.
These biographers explore their subjects’ impact on what happened,
and as they do so, the historical context often becomes as much foreground as background. Although rarely explicitly acknowledged, this
type of biography seeks an answer to the age-old question of whether
lives are shaped by their times or whether lives shape the times.
Review of Robert V. Remini. Joseph Smith. Penguin Life Series.
New York: Viking, 2002. xvi + 190 pp., with source list and select
bibliography. $19.95.
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If the individuals under scrutiny are religious ﬁgures, especially
those whose status is foundational—for example, Moses, Jesus,
Siddhartha, Muhammad, Martin Luther, Ann Lee, or Joseph Smith—
the life-and-times approach holds special pitfalls. In all such cases
where enough can be known to establish the milieu in which these
lives were lived, political confusion, intellectual uncertainty, and societal disarray were all present. Despite that, these individuals, through
their messages and ministries, managed to dispel enough ambiguity
and doubt to give meaning and purpose to the lives of their followers. Consequently, each biographer must grapple with the question
of the extent to which living when times were out of joint played a
part in his or her subject’s success as a true innovator in the religious
realm. Surely, understanding the chaotic times is critically important
and may provide enough evidence to support an argument that a political personage shapes the times in which he or she lives. But is such
knowledge suﬃcient to create illuminating and instructive portraits
of foundational religious ﬁgures whose lives will shape cultures long
after they are gone?
If Robert V. Remini’s Joseph Smith is used to test the notion that
a deep, even magniﬁcent, understanding of the Jacksonian era is the
main thing needed to fashion a useful, accurate, and revealing picture of the ﬁrst Mormon prophet, the answer must be resoundingly
negative. Remini is a ﬁne biographer, the author of a prize-winning
three-volume life-and-times biography of Andrew Jackson, as well as
biographies of Henry Clay and Daniel Webster. In addition, he has
written a dozen other books on Jacksonian America. His honors are
impressive: the Lyndon Baines Johnson Foundation Award, the Carl
Sandburg Award for Nonﬁction, the University Scholar Award of the
University of Illinois, the American Historical Association’s Award
for Scholarly Distinction, and the National Book Award. But in this
instance they do not help. Remini’s Penguin Lives biography does
not—as these volumes are supposed to do—sparkle with insight from
a new perspective. This one is derivative, on occasion uninformed,
and not particularly well-written.
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Despite this negative appraisal, many Latter-day Saints are
likely to buy and take pleasure in reading this new biography of the
Prophet. There are several reasons, starting with what some Saints are
sure to regard as a gratifying assessment of the founder of the Church
of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints. On the very ﬁrst page of this trade
press book written by an eminent scholar who is not a member of the
faith, Smith is described as “unquestionably the most important reformer and innovator in American religious history” (p. ix). On the
second page, the author says that “Joseph Smith is the religious ﬁgure
in United States history who has had the largest following” (p. x) (an
assertion that is likely to be questioned by scholars of American religion who study ﬁgures like Charles Finney or Francis Asbury in the
nineteenth and Billy Graham in the twentieth century).
Acknowledging the Prophet’s “enduring contribution to American
life and culture” (p. ix), Remini says that Smith’s “life and legacy [are]
of particular importance in better appreciating how this nation developed during the early nineteenth century and how religion played such
a commanding role in that process.” At the same time, he contends that
the size of his following is explained by the fact that “much of what
[Smith] believed and taught resulted from the social, political, and intellectual dynamism of the Jacksonian age” (p. x).
Because hyperpatriotism and pride of country have been distinguishing characteristics of the thinking of many American Mormons
in the past century, this reading of the Prophet is also likely to strike a
responsive chord with Latter-day Saint readers, especially those who
reside in the United States. Such a conﬁguring of the Prophet will not
be new to Latter-day Saint readers or to anyone else who keeps up
with things Mormon. It was, for example, the interpretive key to Lee
Groberg’s ﬁlmed biography, American Prophet: The Story of Joseph
Smith (that was shown on PBS), as well as to Heidi S. Swinton’s lavishly illustrated text that was produced to accompany the ﬁlm.¹ (After
reading the appraisal of the Prophet in Remini’s preface, it comes as
1. Heidi S. Swinton, American Prophet: The Story of Joseph Smith (Salt Lake City:
Shadow Mountain, 1999).
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no surprise that he started his preparations for writing this book—it
could hardly be called research—by studying Groberg’s ﬁlm, a docudrama in which Remini himself was a prominent “talking head,” and
Swinton’s book, in which his observations were featured.)
Besides liking the apparent celebration of their Prophet as an emblematic American religious leader and appreciating the volume’s
reasonable cost, Latter-day Saints who read Remini’s work will likely
be pleased with his approach to handling the supernatural claims on
which Mormonism rests. Following Richard L. Bushman’s Joseph Smith
and the Beginnings of Mormonism,² a work in which the experiences of
early Mormon participants are related in their own words, Remini narrates the Mormon story using direct quotations as much as possible.
In the preface, he indicates that he will do this in order to allow
readers to decide for themselves what credence should be given to the
words of the Prophet and his followers (p. x). In fact, however, those
who peruse the text carefully will discover that this is not exactly what
occurs as the story unfolds. Because this author is so intent on properly locating the Prophet’s life within Jacksonian America, using what
happened in the United States as the key to understanding Joseph
Smith, he manages to use the familiar accounts found in the sevenvolume History of the Church to describe Mormonism as a part of the
eﬄuvium of the Second Great Awakening. Examples are legion. For
instance, after quoting Smith’s statement that many people “opened
their houses to us in order that we might have an opportunity of
meeting with our friends for the purpose of instruction and explanation,” Remini added his own surmise that the Prophet must have
been “an excellent preacher, once the ‘spirit’ stirred within him.” Then
he summed up the situation by saying that “the curious listened in
fascination and awe to his incredible accounts of his mystical life and
the truths that had been revealed to him” (p. 78).
No doubt failing to understand that he might have stirred up a
hornet’s nest of criticism when he referred to the Prophet’s “mysti2. Richard L. Bushman, Joseph Smith and the Beginnings of Mormonism (Urbana:
University of Illinois Press, 1984).
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cal” life, Remini moved ahead to say that the “next step was obvious” to Smith (p. 78). If he intended to spread the restored gospel,
“he needed to establish a church, just as any number of men and
women during the Second Great Awakening had done” (p. 79). Other
references to the Mormon experience as standard Second Great
Awakening fare include Remini’s account of the way Martin Harris
responded to seeing the plates (“Like any attendant at a camp meeting during the Great Awakening, [Harris] raised his voice to proclaim
God’s mercy and his goodness [shouting] ‘Hosanna!, Hosanna!’ . . .
Blessed be the Lord,” p. 66) and his reference to the Book of Mormon
as being “ ‘translated’ in record time by an uneducated but highly
imaginative zealot steeped in the religious fervor of his age” (p. 71).
Such a comparative construal of events reduces the Mormon story to
one more odd tributary ﬂowing from the Second Great Awakening’s
mainstream, an interpretation that is by no means a novel reading. It
made its initial appearance in 1944 when Alice Felt Tyler published
Freedom’s Ferment, a social history of the United States from the colonial period to the Civil War that soon became a staple on the reading
lists for college-level and graduate courses on the nation’s history.³
This Jacksonian Age interpretation has other implications that
are just as sweeping. What is described above as political confusion,
intellectual uncertainty, and societal disarray, Remini describes as
dynamism. “Be that as it may”—one of the many expressions used in
this Penguin Life volume to indicate reasonable disagreement about
interpretation of some situation or event—the author’s statement
that much of Smith’s appeal is tied to his having been an exemplar
of all that was optimistic and constructive in Jacksonian America
stands at the heart of his presentation of the life of Joseph Smith.
While he acknowledges that there was more to it, Remini’s answer
to the persistent life-and-times question goes like this: Smith was an
American prophet who lived in a vibrant age when the nation was
young and self-motivation was the way people moved ahead of the
3. Alice F. Tyler, Freedom’s Ferment: Phases of American Social History to 1860
(Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1944).
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pack. Although Smith had many followers, nothing about his message or his leadership gained enough purchase in Jacksonian America
to shape the times in which he lived. He, however, was very much
shaped by those times.
The extended essay is the format of the books in the Penguin
Lives series. They lack both index and standard scholarly apparatus, but a short section on sources (pp. 183–86) and a “Select Bibliography” (pp. 187–90) provide readers with references to works
cited and a listing of the works consulted by the author. A more revealing index to the sources Remini consulted in his eﬀort at “getting to know Joseph Smith intimately” is the list he includes in the
preface (pp. xi–xii). As indicated, he said he was fortunate to know
Lee Groberg and to have Heidi Swinton’s “excellently written” work
(p. xi). He is grateful to Richard L. Bushman, whose published work
he consulted and who introduced him to a number of scholars at
Brigham Young University (see p. xi). He visited the Joseph Fielding
Smith Institute for Latter-day Saint History, after which he was “inundated with books, articles, and doctoral dissertations,” including Grant Underwood’s Millenarian World of Early Mormonism and
several articles by William C. Hartley (see p. xii). Scott Faulring gave
him copies of Smith’s seven-volume History of the Church, selections
from the Encyclopedia of Mormonism, and his own An American
Prophet’s Record: The Diaries and Journals of Joseph Smith. Ronald K.
Esplin made sure that he had Dean C. Jessee’s edition of The Papers
of Joseph Smith, as well as other documentary materials, and he sent
along a copy of his dissertation on Brigham Young. And the patriarch
of the Wilmette Illinois Stake went to Remini’s home and presented
him with a bound copy of the standard works. I include this list here
because it seems to me that, as important as these works are, they are
the obvious sources with which to begin a study of the ﬁrst Mormon
prophet, not to carry such a study to completion—even if one is the
leading authority on the Age of Jackson.
James Atlas presides over the Penguin Lives enterprise, now including some thirty-two short biographies that have been or will be
published in a distribution arrangement with Viking Penguin. In an
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interview with Amy Boaz of Publishers Weekly (20 November 2000),
Atlas said that his role was ﬁnding the writers, “and they in turn choose
the subjects on their own” (p. 42).⁴ If that pattern operated here, the
selection of Remini as Smith’s biographer was not simply one more
instance of a trade publication seeking an “objective” (read that nonMormon) author to write about Mormonism. Remini himself selected
the subject of his Penguin Life biography. This is good news.
Yet the reality is that a non-Mormon wrote this work. Therefore it
makes sense to place this biography alongside the work of other historians who have written about Joseph Smith and Mormonism from
the outside. This will make it possible to locate this biography within
the “Gentile oeuvre.”
When I introduced myself to Professor Remini after he presented a
plenary address about his book at the 2001 annual meeting of the John
Whitmer Historical Association in Nauvoo, he was courteous. As I recall, he said something to the eﬀect that it was good to meet “the other
non-Mormon” who writes about the Latter-day Saints. Since I am by
no means the only “other” non-Mormon who has studied and written
about Joseph Smith and Mormonism, this confused me at ﬁrst. After
reading this biography of the Prophet and making a careful study of
Remini’s interpretation and his sources, I think it is quite possible that
the author of this Penguin Life may not even be aware of useful work
on Joseph Smith that other non-Mormon scholars have done.
In particular, nothing in this volume suggests that its author
proﬁted from reading Mario De Pillis’s Yale dissertation or even his
groundbreaking article in the very ﬁrst issue of Dialogue: A Journal of
Mormon Thought.⁵ De Pillis argued that the “quest for religious authority” was critical to the rise of Mormonism. If Remini had taken this into
4. This is not the unvarying pattern. Martin Marty wrote to tell me that when he was
invited to prepare a Penguin Life, the invitation was to prepare a book on the life of Martin
Luther. He is currently at work on this biography.
5. Mario S. De Pillis, “The Development of Mormon Communitarianism, 1826–
1846” (Ph.D. diss., Yale University, 1960); Mario S. De Pillis, “The Quest for Religious
Authority and the Rise of Mormonism,” Dialogue 1/1 (1966): 68–88.
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account, his focus might have shifted enough to allow him to appreciate
the sui generis religious dimensions of Mormonism as something other
than idiosyncratic aspects of the Second Great Awakening. But his citations and source lists include no reference to De Pillis’s work.
Neither, apparently, did Remini consult the work of Lawrence
Foster, whose pioneering comparative study of the Mormons, the
Shakers, and the Oneida community alerted students of Mormon history to the way these three movements can be seen as eﬀorts to test
alternative family forms.⁶ What was noteworthy about Foster’s study
(and his subsequent studies that have carried his understandings forward) is that he has done this comparative work without reducing the
stories of these three groups to bizarre episodes that tell us as much
or more about the Age of Jackson landscape than they reveal about
religion.
Remini includes my ﬁrst published book in his list of sources, but
he does not grapple with my argument that Joseph Smith was a religious ﬁgure of such unique stature that the movement that developed
around him can best be understood as a new religious tradition.
Mormon readers will probably be pleased that Remini did not
consult John Brooke’s work,⁷ but he might well have beneﬁted from a
consideration of Brooke’s emphasis on Smith’s followers as a “prepared
people.” This might have rounded out his picture enough to keep the
text, at certain points, from reading as a Reader’s Digest version of the
History of the Church. It seems a shame. But the fact is that Remini does
not move the non-Mormon interpretation of Joseph Smith forward so
much as he doubles back to place the Prophet precisely where he stood
when Alice Felt Tyler wrote about him in the 1940s.
6. See Lawrence Foster, Women, Family, and Utopia: Communal Experiments of
the Shakers, the Oneida Community, and Mormons (Syracuse, N.Y.: Syracuse University
Press, 1991); and Lawrence Foster, Religion and Sexuality: The Shakers, the Mormons, and
the Oneida Community (New York: Oxford University Press, 1981; paperback edition,
Urbana: University of Illinois Press, 1984).
7. John L. Brooke, The Reﬁner’s Fire: The Making of Mormon Cosmology, 1644–1844
(New York: Cambridge University Press, 1994).
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While this critique may seem harsh, I do not mean to be unrelievedly critical. The author of this Penguin Life biography surely
knows the political, economic, and social territory far better than
most of the scholars—including myself—who have written about
the Prophet and early Mormonism. Moreover, while he apparently
made no real eﬀort either to get to know the scholarship dealing with
Joseph Smith or to comprehend Latter-day Saint beliefs, Remini used
the basic Mormon sources judiciously, making every eﬀort to leave
open the possibility that a secular understanding of what happened is
no better than a sacred one.
Finally, way back in 1969, Alfred A. Knopf, another trade publisher, brought out a biography of Brigham Young by Stanley P.
Hirshson, a historian of the Reconstruction Period in American
history.⁸ Called The Lion of the Lord, it also took a life-and-times approach, and it turned out to be so dreadful that the awards committee of the Mormon History Association gave it an award for being the worst Mormon biography ever published. This biography
of Joseph Smith surely does not deserve such an award. It is not
awful—absolutely not. But for those who are concerned about the
religious side of Mormon history, Remini’s Penguin Life of Joseph
Smith is a real disappointment.

8. Stanley P. Hirshson, The Lion of the Lord: A Biography of Brigham Young (New
York: Knopf, 1969).
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Craig L. Foster. Penny Tracts and Polemics: A Critical Analysis of
Anti-Mormon Pamphleteering in Great Britain (1837–1860). Salt
Lake City: Koﬀord Books, 2002. 260 pp., with index. $39.95.
This work contains the contents of the author’s 1989 Brigham
Young University master’s thesis, now appearing in an attractive edition. In this book Foster provides historians and others with the essential overview of British anti-Mormon literature of the period
(1837–60). It also includes many helpful biographical sketches of obscure anti-Mormon writers, providing insight into their backgrounds
and motivation, as well as supplying an important bibliography of the
primary and secondary literature. Vignettes of selected pamphlets illustrate the book.
Christian Gellinek and Hans-Wilhelm Kelling. Avenues toward Christianity: Mormonism in Comparative Church History. Binghamton, N.Y.:
Global, SUNY-Binghamton, 2001. xvi + 196 pp. $25.00 paperback.
This study by Gellinek, a noted German scholar, attempts to place
the history of the Latter-day Saints as “part of mainstream Calvinist
church history” (back cover). Likewise, it sees Mormonism as a development of Christianity through revelation. The present work is based
on Gellinek’s Christus in America? which was published in German
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(Münster, 1999). Gellinek continued his research during a stay at
Brigham Young University in 1999. It has been enlarged and revised,
based on additional study and his lectures given at the Mormon
History Association meeting in Denmark in 2000. He was assisted by
Professor Hans-Wilhelm Kelling of Brigham Young University, who
helped in a review and translation of the work.
While some errors of fact may be noted, these tend to be minor.
Readers may well ﬁnd this review and discussion of Latter-day Saint
history, doctrine, and leadership—written from a German perspective—aﬀords fresh insights and suggests interesting areas for further
inquiry. Gellinek’s approach to the Latter-day Saints is friendly and
appreciative, and Latter-day Saints will welcome his description of his
study as “a representation of the phenomenon and the significance,
i.e., the developmental process, of a Christian church” (p. 3). Gellinek
ﬁnds that “Mormonism as a total phenomenon is somewhat diﬀerent,
but not fundamentally so, from Christianity nor is it opposed to science. On the contrary, although Mormonism at ﬁrst glance appears a
bit foreboding to the outsider, on closer scrutiny it soon emerges as a
powerful pacesetter for Christianity on the way to spiritual enlightenment and as a preliminary step toward additional inspiration. The enlightenment continues to shine from America in all directions worldwide” (p. 150).
W. F. Walker Johanson. What Is Mormonism All About? Answers to the
150 Most Commonly Asked Questions about the Church of Jesus Christ
of Latter-day Saints. New York: St. Martin’s Griﬃn, 2002. xiv + 226 pp.,
with index. $12.95.
Walker Johanson, a convert to the Church of Jesus Christ of Latterday Saints, organizes his book in a simple question-and-answer format. In his foreword to the book, Utah Senator Orrin Hatch says, “In
its seventeen chapters, which are organized by categories of commonly
asked questions, readers will ﬁnd humor, insights into the Church’s doctrine, and Walker’s personal explanations for some of the unique characteristics of ‘Mormon’ lifestyle, culture, and interest in family history”
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(p. xii). Writing partially with the Salt Lake City 2002 Olympics in mind,
Johanson explains that “this book was written to help those of you who
are curious about Mormons and their beliefs—and who may have many
misconceptions and misinformation about Mormonism—by answering those questions that you have mulling around in your head . . . that
you’ve been reluctant to voice, out of fear of being ‘pounced on’ by the
nearest pair of Mormon missionaries” (p. xiv).
Dennis L. Largey, gen. ed. Book of Mormon Reference Companion.
Salt Lake City: Deseret Book, 2003. xxiii + 850 pp., with appendixes
and index. $49.95.
With the publication of the Book of Mormon Reference Companion, Latter-day Saints now have an encyclopedic dictionary
devoted solely to the Book of Mormon. More than 100 authors
have contributed more than 900 entries that address 1,500 Book of
Mormon topics—including people, places, words, doctrines, themes,
historical background, Isaiah chapter reviews, and general topics of
interest. Additionally, the book features chronologies, charts, maps,
photos, paintings, study guides, and much more.
This heavy volume (weighty because it has been printed on highquality paper) is organized in alphabetical fashion and features a splitcolumn reference style and an internal reference system to guide the
reader to related articles. Appendixes include a study guide to the Book
of Mormon, statements about the Book of Mormon by church leaders,
and relevant deﬁnitions from Webster’s 1828 American Dictionary of
the English Language. This book will serve as an invaluable study aid
for new members as well as seasoned scholars.
Mark L. McConkie, ed. Remembering Joseph: Personal Recollections
of Those Who Knew the Prophet Joseph Smith. Salt Lake City: Deseret
Book, 2003. xi + 529 pp. + CD-ROM. $32.95.
This is a substantial collection of anecdotes and recollections of
the Prophet Joseph Smith from people who knew him personally. It
draws on more than 800 sources, including previously unpublished

456 • The FARMS Review 15/2 (2003)

nineteenth-century journals, to create a picture not only of Joseph’s
physical appearance, but of his temperament, manner of daily life, and
character. The book is organized into six chapters, covering topics such
as “The Character and Personality of the Prophet Joseph Smith,” “The
Gifts of the Spirit” (including accounts of little-known prophecies, miraculous healings, and spiritual discernment), “Joseph Smith and the
Scriptures,” “The Ordinances of the Church,” “Historical Items,” and,
in an introductory chapter, a judicious discussion of “The Problems
and Promise of Historical Memories.” A treasure trove of interesting
materials, particularly appropriate as we approach the bicentennial of
the Prophet’s birth, Remembering Joseph can proﬁtably be read straight
through, browsed, or used as a reference work. The printed book is accompanied by a CD-ROM containing thousands of additional stories
and quotations.
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